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 Chapter One 
 
    “I’ll use the sharp end next time.” 
 
      
 
    “If you’re going to stab me with that, may I suggest you try the sharp end?” 
 
    Sascha gestured to the rusty arrowhead protruding out the back of the boy’s fist—as non-threateningly as one can gesture when one is flanked by four immaculate, obsidian-clad elite Griffins and one is carrying the spear one made famous. The arch-commander of Arconia shifted his stance slightly, causing the sun to flash angrily off the blade of his spear and the boy to flinch. The dirty white fletching, such as it was, shivered in Sascha’s direction. 
 
    “Your courage is commendable, my friend,” Sascha went on, taking care to keep his voice light, as though he were speaking of seashells or an exquisite vintage of wine. “Do you have a bow with which to practice?” 
 
    Behind Sascha came a minute sound of impatience from one of the Griffins. It grated on him, but his smile for the boy never wavered. Next time he would bring only his own men, those he trusted, not these arrogant enforcers—no matter the archduke’s orders. 
 
    The question served its purpose, turning the boy’s fear into confusion. He shook his head. “Rotted.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” Sascha said. “A good bow, if properly cared for, can outlive the hunter who draws it. Perhaps I can offer you one?” He looked over his shoulder and flicked his fingers at the closest Griffin. “I require your bow.” 
 
    The man hesitated, his gaze narrowing at the prospect of handing over his sleek, perfectly tuned bow, an instrument of death worth more than this boy’s family required to live for a year. Sascha held that gaze, waited for the man to break. They always did. Sascha noted the very moment the Griffin’s eyes went distant and knew this was one who would complain to his commander. Let him. At last the Griffin stepped forward with a single smart stride and handed the bow to Alexandre de Minos, Arch-Commander of Arconia. 
 
    If Sascha’s smile was that much sharper when he turned back to the boy, the sight of the bow in his hand surely outweighed it. The boy took half a step, his fist relaxing around the arrow, then froze, his gaze darting between the bow and Sascha’s face, astonishment threatening to disarm his wary features. 
 
    Sascha went down to one knee and set his spear in the dirt near his foot, then held the bow out. “Go on. You must learn the feel of her and she of you.” 
 
    The arrow dropped from the boy’s hand as he came forward, his fingers reaching out for the smooth, time-polished ash.  
 
    “Can you take care of her?” 
 
    The eyes that met Sascha’s were wide. “I will. I promise.” 
 
    “Good. What’s your name, friend?” 
 
    “Kris.” The boy held Sascha’s gaze, despite the prize in his hands. 
 
    “Kris. Short for Kristobal?” 
 
    The boy shook his head and lifted his chin ever so slightly. “Kristovin” 
 
    Sascha nodded slowly. “An old name. It suits you. Now, Kris, do you think we could revisit my request to speak with your brother?” 
 
    The boy nodded. “He’s fishing. Papa gives him one afternoon in four to fish.” 
 
    Sascha got to his feet, keeping the spear blade pointed at the ground. “Silver trout? Burrons?” 
 
    Kris smiled. “Those, yes, but he has a secret spot for striped reds.” 
 
    “My favorite,” Sascha said, keeping his voice low and sharing in the boy’s delight. 
 
    “I can bring you there.” 
 
    Sascha felt more than heard the shift in the four Griffins at his back—a breath, a tightening of a hand on a sword hilt, a collective readying. “I’ve kept you from your chores long enough already. I’m sure we can find the place if you describe it to me.”  
 
    Kris rattled off directions readily enough—south to the stream, a grove of birch trees just past the small stone bridge, a pool hidden behind boulders and beneath a beech perfect for climbing—and Sascha allowed himself one last smile. He leaned down and placed one hand on the boy’s shoulder.  
 
    “You take good care of this now,” he said, looking down at the bow, large in Kris’s hands. “I don’t want to learn you’ve let it rot away. Wax for the string, after every use. A little grease, bear if you can get it, but anything will do, smoothed on the wood a few times a year. And never dry fire. Do you know what that means?” 
 
    Kris shook his head. 
 
    “Only pull and release if you have an arrow nocked. Can you remember that?” 
 
    The boy nodded, his face solemn. 
 
    “Until we meet again, Kristovin.” Sascha winked at the boy, regretted it immediately, and then turned to face the Griffins. Unyielding faces stared back at him. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The way to the fishing pool was as the boy described and surely, due to its proximity to the village, not as secret as he thought. A carpenter and his apprentice stared as they skirted the edge of the village, the table taking shape beneath their hands forgotten at the sight of five armed men. A woman took hold of her child, eyes never straying from the strangers. They would not know his face, not here, five days ride from Arconia, but they would know the Griffins for what they were—members of the private guard of the archduke, the small, premier fighting force in Arconia, matched only in all of Bellara by the Grimoros of Rhia. The story of the day the Griffins came to the village would be told around hearths for years to come. And Arch-Commander de Minos could only hope it would be a story told without hate and fear. 
 
    When they passed the stone bridge, Sascha caught sight of the thick limbs of the beech tree, one arcing over the gently rippling pool, and dropped into a crouch. The Griffins mirrored his movement, and together as five they crept through the chin-tickling grass to gain the vantage point offered by the tall bank. From there, Sascha saw his quarry situated between the beech’s roots. 
 
    The young man held his pole with the casual disregard of someone who does not much care whether or not a fish might deign to nibble on the hook. His free arm served as a pillow for his head, and one foot dangled in the pool, the water embracing his toes. The sight struck Sascha with unexpected force—but then, he had seen Eska de Caraval occupy such a pose once, albeit without the fishing pole—and he forced himself to steady the sudden acceleration of his heart with several deep breaths. The Griffins, hunched around him like some flock of malignant crows, seemed too intent on their prey to notice the change in the arch-commander, and it was gone nearly as quickly as it had come. When Sascha rose to his feet, he was every inch the Protector of the Seven Cities and Celestial Knight of Bellara, a commander of men, the spear at his side a reminder of the death he carried with him. A wave of his hand dispersed the Griffins to form a perimeter, filtering silently through the grass and wildflowers until they had contained the young man between the stream and their swords. 
 
    “Hector Mirelli,” Sascha called out. The young man started and fumbled for his fishing pole as he twisted in search of the voice naming him. “Stand in the name of Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux, Archduke of Arconia.” 
 
    Unarmed. Slender. Not all together graceful, if his scramble to his feet was any indication. Unthreatening. The eyes that looked up at Sascha were, however, quick to ignite with mistrust. There was always danger in mistrust, or at least danger could be born of the impulses that so often followed. All of this channeled through the arch-commander’s mind with quick precision. 
 
    And then there was the matter of his talents.  
 
    “I am Alexandre de Minos, Arch-Commander of Arconia, and I stand before you on behalf of our archduke.” Sascha kept his voice calm but commanding, the kind of voice that was effective on frightened soldiers and uncertain citizens alike. 
 
    Hector Mirelli’s gaze darted away from Sascha to take in the four figures surrounding him. The Griffins—no, malevolent crows really was a better term—loomed. 
 
    “I thought you might come for me,” Hector said. 
 
    Unexpected, but not impossible. Though discretion had been requested, word would have begun to spread of the recent activities carried out by the Griffins on behalf of the archduke.  
 
    “Then you know why I am here,” Sascha said. “The archduke’s offer is generous, Hector. A monthly stipend, training, compensation to your family for your lost labor.” 
 
    “And all I need to do is enslave myself to the archduke’s army.” Hector’s voice did not waver. The young man seemed to have found his resolve. Under different circumstances, Sascha might have found much to like about him, might have seen potential. 
 
    “That is hardly a fair assessment of the offer. You have valuable skills, Hector. Do you not wish to make use of them for your city?” Never taking his eyes from the young man’s face, Sascha descended the bank and came to stand on Hector’s level. 
 
    “Three hundred years ago I could have been hunted for those same skills,” Hector spat out. “Hunted like a rabid dog by men from the city you say is mine.” 
 
    “Three hundred years is a long time,” Sascha said. “Consider how your family will prosper.” He waited, letting the thought of enough coins to ensure security and comfort for years to come do the work for him.  
 
    Afterward, he would have said the wait was about to prove worthwhile. He would have sworn the young man’s jaw relaxed, the mistrust seeping from the brown eyes. He did swear, in fact, to no avail. 
 
    But the Griffin moved—and that was enough. 
 
    It was innocuous, one hand going to a sword hilt, but deliberate, of that Sascha had no doubt. Meant to provoke and instill fear. He knew the gesture well enough, had used it and its variations many times. 
 
    And Hector flinched—only his flinch manifested in the form of a rush of flame spewing from his hand. It arced out, streaking toward the Griffin, who leaped sideways, the heat from the fire distorting the air around Sascha. 
 
    But he saw clearly enough the arrow, loosed from the bow of a different Griffin, sprout from Hector’s shoulder in the same instant the flames ignited the grass where the first Griffin had been standing. The young man twisted as he fell, his eyes wide, one hand reaching uselessly for the arrow buried in his flesh. Before he hit the ground, the arch-commander was moving.  
 
    The spear in his hand came alive, every movement perfectly timed with his feet, three swift strides, and he had the satisfaction of seeing the Griffin’s arrogant expression shatter into sudden fear—the moment before the shaft of the spear made contact with his jaw. 
 
    The man flew backward and landed with a bone-jarring thud. Sascha turned back to Hector’s fallen form as cries of protest rose from the Griffin’s companions. One took a step toward the arch-commander, sword sliding from its scabbard. 
 
    “I’ll use the sharp end next time,” Sascha said, his voice laced with promise. For a moment, there was silence, no birdsong, no insects chirping in the grass. Even the stream seemed to hold its breath. And then the man drew back and Sascha lowered his spear. “I gave one order,” he growled. He scanned the faces of the three standing Griffins. “Your commander may encourage the use of that paralyzing poison on your arrows, but you will never again use it in my presence.” He waited until all three dropped their gazes, not in contrition, Sascha knew, but at least in understanding that further disobedience would result in bloodshed.  
 
    It would have been an interesting fight, Sascha mused as he went to kneel at Hector’s side. He had never had occasion to test himself against a Griffin, much less three at once. They were notoriously quick and prided themselves on being unpredictable, but, then, so did Sascha. But, no, they could not be punished for the actions of the fourth—no matter how certain Sascha was that they had been determined to light a spark that would justify retaliation. Any further discipline against them must be done through the proper channels. Sascha put a hand on Hector’s shoulder, noting the young man’s body was a tight knot of frozen muscles. Only his eyes seemed free to act, and they rolled wildly across the blue expanse of the sky above.  
 
    “I apologize, Hector,” Sascha said quietly, hoping the young man could hear. “You will recover from this.” Most likely, at least. The poison was known to be deadly for some, but they usually perished within moments in those cases.  
 
    A shadow blocked out the sun from Hector’s face. Sascha, intent on feeling the young man’s heartbeat, did not look up. 
 
    “Arch-Commander. He attacked us. He would have turned on you next. Such actions are a crime punishable by death.” 
 
    Sascha pushed down the rage that whispered at him to pick up his spear once more. At last he looked up, taking care to keep his features cold and even. No heat, no fury for them to act on. 
 
    “Who are you to pass sentence on him? I was not aware the Griffins of Arconia had become a law unto themselves.” 
 
    “We are permitted to act in the defense of our lives, Arch-Commander. And in the preservation of yours. We would die to defend Silentspear.” 
 
    Sascha wanted to laugh. He rose to his full height, pleased to see the Griffin stiffen to attention. “Do you think to flatter me?” 
 
    It was not a question the Griffin was meant to answer—a fact the man understood. 
 
    “What are you called?” 
 
    “Rospierre, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    “Tell me, Rospierre, do you truly believe your life was in danger?” 
 
    The question brought a crease to the Griffin’s forehead. “The Carrier released his flames, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    “Instinct, not malice.” Sascha took a step, eliminating the distance between them. “He was afraid. Of you. Of me. We who have the privilege of authority must use it wisely. We are armed. We come in numbers. We disrupt. We frighten. We hold lives within our hands. Do you really think our own people deserve to be afraid of us?” Sascha scanned the man’s face, searching for, well, if not enlightenment, at least something that suggested original thought. He found none. “If nothing else,” Sascha went on, letting the smallest of smiles tug at the corners of his mouth, “imagine the archduke’s displeasure if you were to kill this young man.” There, a twitch in the cheek. “The Commendatore wants him brought to Arconia with all the rest. Do you wish to be the one to inform him that Hector Mirelli, a Carrier of reputedly tremendous ability, is dead? And by your hand too.” 
 
    Sascha did not wait for an answer. He looked over Rospierre’s shoulder at the other two Griffins still on their feet. If resentment had an odor, Sascha’s nostrils would be full of it. “One of you will see to your companion. The other will help Rospierre tend to our friend Hector, and you will do so with the attention and care you would grant your mother—or your favorite sword, if you don’t remember what it feels like to hold compassion for another human in your heart.” Rospierre saluted and began to move away, but Sascha restrained him with a strong hand on his shoulder. Their eyes met once more. Arch-Commander de Minos lowered his voice. “If he dies on the way to Arconia, there will be consequences. And you will not like them.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    “Fear is stoked by those who know how to control it.” 
 
      
 
    “If I may, Arch-Commander, I heard whispers of dark spirits.” 
 
    Sascha contemplated the soldier standing before him. She had regained her breath—having ridden with some haste into the outpost moments before—and stated her facts with precision and without adornment, a quality that always pleased Sascha immensely. But this statement, this quiet addition, tacked on at the end and spoken with trepidation and nervous energy, as though the soldier could not quite decide whether she ought to say it at all, was something else entirely. 
 
    They were standing outside the small barracks that housed the unit stationed at the convergence of the river and the main road between Arconia and Toridium. The sound of a farrier’s hammer rang out in the evening air and light from the officers’ house cast a warm glow on the soldier facing Sascha. He was suddenly very glad he had received her report outside, away from the ears of the officers and the four Griffins. He didn’t know these soldiers, only that they led a quiet life, a peaceful presence in a land that had not known strife since the Great Rising and the downfall of the Alescuan dynasty. If they were as superstitious as the farmers they watched over, word of dark spirits befouling a river with rotten fish and blackened water would soon spread and send the region into a frenzy. In Sascha’s experience, a frenzy had an unfortunate habit of giving rise to a mob—and mobs were not known for their conscientious behavior.  
 
    “Dark spirits? Fish die, soldier. The water will run clean again, soon enough. The captain of this outpost will see that the river is cleared. It is not always for us to understand the whims of nature,” Sascha said. 
 
    “But, Arch-Commander, there was also a fire, the night the river turned black, a fire where no fire ought to have been.” 
 
    “You said there was a storm that night. Surely lightning is the culprit.” Sascha tried to keep his impatience from showing. The look on the soldier’s face told him he was unsuccessful. She looked down, dropping her soldierly manners for the first time. “What is it?” 
 
    She hesitated, not quite meeting his gaze.  
 
    Sascha sighed. “Your name, soldier?” 
 
    “Sevilla Rouselle, Second Shield, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    “Second Shield Rouselle, you cannot be faulted for not knowing me, but I assure you I do not censure my soldiers for speaking their minds. If you believe it important, tell me.” 
 
    The woman straightened and tucked her arms behind her back. When she spoke, her voice had reclaimed the confident tone with which she had begun her report. “The fire burned on a rocky outcrop overlooking the river, Arch-Commander. It is known to be without vegetation or any other material that might succumb to a lightning strike. When I heard this, I went to see it for myself and can confirm. The rocks bore scorch marks, but there was no ash, no charred remains.” 
 
    A bell rang to call the outpost to the evening meal. The farrier’s hammer went silent. Faint laughter from the other end of the compound rippled through the gathering dark. A dog trotted by, no doubt in search of scraps. Sascha waited until all was quiet.  
 
    “Are there known Carriers in the vicinity of this village?” he asked. Darkness had made the soldier’s face more difficult to read, but her black braids gleamed, catching and holding all the available light.  
 
    Rouselle shook her head. “No, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    Sascha turned and paced away, then back again, coming to a halt less than an arm’s length from the woman. “Do you know what happens when people get wind of some terror in the night?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Innocent people die,” Sascha said, hoping she understood the urgency in his voice even though she could likely see little of his face. “Fear is stoked by those who know how to control it. And that fear is used to punish.” 
 
    “Punish who?” 
 
    Sascha was quiet for a moment. “When you were a child, who did the bullies torture ceaselessly?” 
 
    Rouselle’s sudden understanding was audible as she drew in a sharp breath. “The weak.” 
 
    “And those who are different from the rest. The child who cannot speak, for instance, or the old woman who keeps to herself. I have never been to this village, soldier, but I have been many places, and everywhere I go, people are the same. If this fear spreads, someone who does not deserve it will be blamed. Say nothing further of dark spirits. Or Carriers,” he added. 
 
    “Yes, Arch-Commander.” The darkness between them grew heavy with silence. Then, “Is that it, then? The river gets cleared and we pretend nothing happened?” 
 
    “I never said that,” Sascha said. He was already calculating the delay in his return to Arconia. And then there was Hector Mirelli and the Griffins to consider. They could be sent ahead. Of course, the arch-commander of Arconia would never make what was likely an inconsequential and meaningless detour into a remote valley simply to gain a few days of freedom from the dark presence of the Griffins. Never. “You and I will ride to this village in the morning. I will see it for myself.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Inconsequential. Yes, that was a word the archduke might use. Nothing harsher, of course, because he had a way of conveying that without words. Sascha had seen it deployed on others many times. The silence. One eyebrow raised ever so slightly. The lips set in a weary, long-suffering line.  
 
    Sascha, as he looked down at the tainted water, could feel that his own mouth was twisted into something he fancied resembled the faces of the dead fish that floated on the surface. 
 
    Not because of the stench, though it was atrocious. No, despite the scene in front of him, it was the steady flow of whispers emanating from behind him that had him grimacing.  
 
    “Is it really him? The arch-commander?” 
 
    “The Scourge of Eduin, they call him.” 
 
    And so on.  
 
    He ought to have foreseen this. And ought to have stayed away for that reason. After all, the arch-commander of Arconia doesn’t just turn up in a remote village without good cause. His presence would no doubt add fuel to the stories circulating about the river.  
 
    Sascha lifted his gaze, trying to block out the murmurs. “And the fire?” He nodded in the direction of a bald rise overlooking the village on the opposite bank. “Up there, I take it?” he asked, glancing at Second Shield Rouselle.  
 
    “Yes, Arch-Commander. Shall I show you?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I’ll go myself.” Sascha gestured toward the villagers. “Spread word that the outpost is sending a party to help clear the fish from the river. And ask them about their supplies of fresh water. Your captain will want to know if they will be in need of drinking water from another source.” 
 
    “Yes, Arch-Commander.” Rouselle turned, and Sascha was glad to see her attention immediately drew the villagers to her. Perhaps he might have a few moments of quiet once he crossed the river.  
 
    That illusion was shattered as he remounted his horse and urged the mare into the shallow waters.  
 
    “Vice-Lord!” 
 
    Sascha, intent on encouraging his horse, who was snorting at the foul odors rising from the black water now swirling around her legs, did not at first realize this shout was meant for him. 
 
    “Vice-Lord!” 
 
    Frowning, Sascha turned in his saddle to see a man splashing upstream near the bank, his arms waving about him like sapling trees in a storm, his robe dragging in the water.  
 
    “Are you addressing me?” Sascha nudged the mare to face the newcomer. 
 
    “Yes, my lord captain, pardon me, my lord captain!” The man splashed to a halt and bent over at the waist, his torso heaving as he wheezed for air.  
 
    “None,” Sascha began, “none of those words belong…,” he trailed off. “Oh, never mind. Is there something you would say?” 
 
    The man heaved himself into a standing position, one hand gripping his side as though he might squeeze the cramp in it out of existence. “Most gracious warrior lord,” he managed at last, “a thing most wretched has happened. Surely we are cursed by an angry god and woe is upon me for I do not know which god.” As he spoke, his arms rose until his hands stretched to the sky, and his voice climbed an octave to match. 
 
    “Sir, please,” Sascha said, his voice cutting through the hysteria. “What is it you wish me to know?” 
 
    “A death, great Spear Lord. No, worse, a murder!” The last word came out as a shriek. Sascha was acutely aware of the ensuing silence. He did not need to look over his shoulder to know that every villager clustered on the riverbank had heard.  
 
    Inconsequential? Perhaps not. But absurd? Yes, that might be just the word for Sascha’s little detour. 
 
    “Perhaps, my good sir, you had better show me,” Sascha said. 
 
    The man shrank down into his robe, a curious thing patched together from different materials and altogether far too hot for the weather.  
 
    “You wish me to look upon such horror a second time? I fear I do not have the stomach, most illustrious Captain Commander. But more than that, I am but a simple Child of Neferi, Great Lord, and I must not stain myself with the violent ways of this world.” 
 
    The title the man gave himself meant nothing to Sascha. He felt his patience break loose and drift away—and did not bother to summon it back. 
 
    “I am not accustomed to being refused, sir,” he said, his voice low and cold. “You will show me, and then you may withdraw and contemplate the violent ways of this world from a distance you deem appropriate.” 
 
    The man deflated even deeper into his odd garment, but he protested no more and turned to lead Sascha back the way he had come. That he was muttering under his breath as they went, Sascha was quite certain. Whether he was pleading with Neferi to cleanse him or praying for the violence he so abhorred to be visited upon Sascha, well, the arch-commander did not much care. 
 
    At length, after they had traversed the shallows downstream—still black and viscous and fouled—the man stopped and gestured out to where a constellation of boulders created a small series of rapids in the river. 
 
    “There, most exalted captain of men.” The theatrics had diminished from both voice and body. In their place was something that Sascha was nearly sure was genuine sorrow. Perhaps the Children of Neferi, whoever Neferi might be, made up for their lack of insight and common sense with good hearts.  
 
    The body was nearly submerged between the boulders. Indeed, all Sascha could distinguish, even from the horse’s back, was a tangle of wet hair strewn across the slick, flat surface of one of the rocks. And perhaps a hint of pale skin. The bubble-rich water obscured all else. 
 
    “How did you come across it?” Sascha asked of his peculiar guide, not taking his eyes from the body. 
 
    “I cross the river here each day, most esteemed lord commander,” the man said, his voice still subdued. “I have set up my small shrine to Neferi in a grove of oaks on the other side. A humble shrine, but I hope one day to make it worthy of my divine protector.” 
 
    Sascha dismounted and handed his reins to the man, then waded out into the flowing water, the current testing the height of his boots.  
 
    There was no need to ask how the man knew it to be murder. Even submerged, the gash across the dead woman’s throat was clear—deep and wide, a wound inflicted with rage. Gently, Sascha placed one hand behind the woman’s head and lifted until her shoulders broke the surface of the river. Her face stared up at him, skin gone grey, lips tinged with blue, the gaping wound washed clean of blood. Her expression betrayed no sign that she was aware of the violence done to her—but Sascha had seen enough of death to know such things could be a lie.  
 
    Plunging his other arm into the river, Sascha reached under the dead woman’s legs and lifted her free from the watery cradle. As the water sluiced over her body, a rent in her tunic, just below the base of her sternum, caught his eye. Beneath the waterlogged linen, something dark marred the skin. Frowning, Sascha waded back to the riverbank and set her gently on the damp earth. Glancing up, he saw the man avert his eyes.  
 
    “You may go, sir. Send the soldier to me, if you please.” 
 
    The man dropped the mare’s reins and quite nearly fled, his soggy robe slapping about his legs as he went. 
 
    Sascha bent his head to the body once more and, removing one glove, used his fingers to push apart the slash in the woman’s clothing, revealing a burn—not just a burn, a brand. 
 
    Perfectly circular, the blackened and charred skin interrupted by a series of markings, narrow lines and small dots, where the flesh had not burned.  
 
    “Odd,” Sascha murmured. This was something of an understatement. He was no stranger to the effects of fire on flesh. The tyrant of Eduin had taken great pleasure in branding his subjects so those who fled from behind his walls could be hunted down, identified, and returned. But iron could not be both hot and cold, it could not mark skin and leave some of it undamaged. 
 
    “Lover’s quarrel?” 
 
    Sascha looked up and over his shoulder. Second Shield Rouselle was eyeing the body with the kind of pity that suggested she would certainly never be foolish enough to get her throat cut open. 
 
    “I think not.” Sascha beckoned her over and showed her the brand. “Does this mark mean anything to you?” 
 
    Rouselle peered at it, turning her head this way and that. “No, Arch-Commander,” she said at last, “nothing.” 
 
    “You arrived here yesterday, correct? To deliver messages funneled through the outpost?” 
 
    “Yes, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    “And there was no report of a body?” 
 
    “No, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    Sascha looked down at the brand once more, then at the dead woman’s face. 
 
    “Do you think she was killed after I left, Arch-Commander?” 
 
    Sascha was about to suggest that Second Shield Rouselle might be able to answer her own question—but of course she couldn’t. This Second Shield had never seen a battle. Too young to have fought at Eduin or Verdienne. And her low rank meant she likely had no more than a single skirmish with bandits under her belt. He settled for a brief explanation that she would no doubt find far more satisfactory than he did. 
 
    “The water makes it difficult to determine. Certainly she has been in the river since at least last night, but it easily could have been longer.” 
 
    “Then she was killed the night the river turned black.” 
 
    “What makes you so certain the two incidents are related? Do you have evidence of such?” Sascha cocked his head and looked at the young woman expectantly. 
 
    Second Shield Rouselle flushed. “No, Arch-Commander. My apologies.” 
 
    Sascha stood and slid his glove back on his hand. “Unnecessary. In a village such as this, it would be remarkable if two such events occurred in a decade. Though we have no proof as yet, I do not think the timing is a coincidence.” He glanced upstream toward the village. “We’ll need to have her identified.” Rouselle nodded and got to her feet. Sascha waited until she met his gaze. “I can’t stay. While this woman’s death is tragic, the arch-commander of Arconia is needed elsewhere. Do you understand what I’m saying? If this woman is to have justice, you must be the one to bring it about.” 
 
    Rouselle gave an uncertain nod. 
 
    “When your captain’s men arrive to help with the river, ride back to the outpost and explain everything to him in detail.” A sudden thought sent a grimace flitting across Sascha’s face. “Captain Senecal, is he,” Sascha hesitated, but only for a moment—after all, the arch-commander of Arconia does not need to be concerned with upsetting the fragile ego of an outpost captain. “Will he make a mess of this?” 
 
    Clearly uncomfortable, Rouselle seemed to prefer speaking in the direction of the dead woman. “He is a just man, Arch-Commander, in my experience.” 
 
    A nebulous description, if Sascha had ever heard one, but that would have to do.  
 
    “Very well,” he said. “Then I will leave it in Captain Senecal’s hands.” Sascha squatted on his heels and took one last look at the dead woman. His mare stepped close and nuzzled the back of his neck with her soft nose. Sascha reached for the reins, but did not rise, not until he had lifted the woman’s head from the ground and arranged her limp hair so it hung over one shoulder. He stood and mounted the mare, who danced beneath his touch, eager to rid her sensitive nose of the stench from the river. Sascha addressed the young soldier before him. “Second Shield Rouselle, if you discover anything about this death or about the river and you find you do not trust your captain or that the situation has grown beyond his control, send word to me in Arconia at once. Do not hesitate.” He stared down at her, hoping she understood the gravity of his words. “Do you understand?” 
 
    The face that looked back up at him was more composed than he had seen it since the night before. He tried to imagine her older, more experienced, tried to see what kind of soldier she might become. He couldn’t see it. “Yes, Arch-Commander. I understand.” 
 
    Sascha nodded once, then squeezed the mare with his calves. She responded eagerly, and they wove quickly through the trees to the main path leading west from the village. From there they could join up once more with the main road to Arconia. He would pass the outpost before twilight—but he was in no mood to stop. Once he forded the river, the road to his city would be open to him, and he intended to let the mare run. Perhaps the rushing night air and the swift hooves beneath him would be enough to grant him a moment of respite from thoughts of the archduke’s Griffins, their coldness and cruelty, and their commander, Hadrien Valinzuela. There would be words exchanged with him when Sascha reached Arconia. 
 
    And then there was Eska de Caraval.  
 
    There was no point in denying that she, too, occupied a portion of Sascha’s thoughts—a rather large and unquiet portion. 
 
    He had not been able to chase her from his mind since the day he saw her on the banks of the Alencio outside the walls of Toridium. He still debated with himself, in the quiet hours of the night when sleep eluded him, if he ought to have stopped his river cruiser at all that day. He could have chosen not to. It would have been simple enough to sail on by, pretend he did not see the Firenzia Company at work, pretend he did not see her—but Sascha never had been one to lie to himself, nor did he tend to see regret in his past or his choices. 
 
    In the end, giving that order for the ship to halt was as easy as breathing. This he could admit, at least. Breathing, on the other hand, had become surprisingly challenging when he came face to face with the woman he had loved for the first time in two years, for the first time since she had told him she would not marry him. 
 
    But if soldiering had taught Sascha anything, it was how to breathe, how to move forward when fear threatened to overcome, how to laugh in the face of doubt and death.  
 
    And so he had smiled and spoken to her and her voice had nearly brought him to his knees. 
 
    The path streaked by under the mare’s hooves, the trees a blur, the birdsong lost in the wind—too much, too fast, the terrain was not smooth, the horse might injure herself. Sascha slowed her, though his heart raced onward for a moment longer.  
 
    “You’ll have your chance to run,” he whispered, leaning over the horse’s neck and stroking one ear.   
 
    He would tell himself later that he ought to have seen it coming. 
 
    The slower pace, the lack of dense underbrush on that particular stretch of road. Not to mention that Alexandre de Minos was not one to be easily startled, much less ambushed. 
 
    But, then, one doesn’t just see fog coming. It just is, moments after it isn’t. 
 
    The mare skidded to a sudden stop as the fog descended, half-rearing in her haste, her ears pinned back, an unhappy snort widening her nostrils. Sascha kept his seat and settled her with a hand to her neck and soothing words, the work of a moment, but that moment was enough. 
 
    His breath caught somewhere in the back of his throat. A sudden desire to cough, but seemingly without the air to do so, seized him, and his chest constricted as his lungs seemed to grow warm, distressingly so. Sascha reached for his spear, felt the reassuring weight of the shaft as he hefted it—but then he was tilting sideways, sliding from the saddle. As he twisted away from the restive hooves, his vision blurring as his eyes began to water, he saw a shape take form in the thick fog, dark and cloaked and drawing near. 
 
    Dropping onto his shoulder and then his side, Sascha fumbled for the spear, blankly realized he no longer had it, could not comprehend the notion of dropping it. The figure emerged from the shroud of white. 
 
    Two things was Sascha certain of before he succumbed to the fog in his lungs and in his mind. 
 
    A face, gold and grinning. 
 
    And then fire.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    “One or two.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You want me to be quiet?” 
 
    Once, Eska would have laughed at the absurdity of such a notion, made all the more absurd by the identity of the person who had suggested it. But there was no laughter in her voice, no smile in her eyes. 
 
    “Uncle, I begin to think you never knew me at all.” 
 
    Valentin de Caraval sighed and turned back to face the shore that loomed ahead of them and the bustling port of Rhoxanos. Eska saw his knuckles whiten as he gripped the ship rail. 
 
    “Please, Eska, The prince of Anderra is a rigid man, set in his customs. And you know as well as I do, niece, that women in Anderra do not hold the sort of positions in society that you possess.”  
 
    “What a lovely way of describing oppression.” Eska stared out at the port, seeing not the tile-trimmed buildings, or the roofs painted in shades of brilliant blue to match the whims of the Anerrean Sea—no, Eska had eyes only for the walled enclosure on the eastern edge of Rhoxanos, the royal residence of the prince of Anderra, that is, when he deigned to visit his most prosperous port. Word was Frantzisko, fourth of that name, spent most of his days in luxury on an island in the middle of Anderra’s most idyllic lake. But the banner streaming above the palace said he was here, in Rhoxanos, somewhere behind those walls. 
 
    Valentin seemed determined to let the conversation slide, well, anywhere else. “Remember, we do not know if word of your,” here he hesitated, and Eska caught him looking at her out of the corner of his eye, “your circumstances regarding Toridium has spread across the sea” 
 
    “You might as well get used to naming it, Uncle. Say it.” Eska nudged him with her elbow, though she still faced the port. “The murder of which I am accused.” 
 
    “Yes, that.” The knuckles grew whiter still. “If the story has traveled across the sea, we will likely know soon enough, but I would not be prepared to place a wager on the prince’s reaction.” 
 
    Eska snorted in a way that would likely horrify the prince. “Come now, he thinks women capable of nothing more than spreading their legs and feeding what emerges nine months later.” Eska laughed as her uncle’s face reddened. “The point is, Uncle, I don’t think a man fixed in such beliefs will believe me capable of murder.” 
 
    Valentin regained his composure and fixed his gaze on Rhoxanos even more resolutely than before, if such a thing were possible. “Let us hope that is the case—or better yet, that he remains ignorant. It would not do to have the prince of Anderra get the notion in his head that shipping you away to Toridium might be to his benefit. Not unless you would rather return to face judgment before the vismarch than do whatever it is you insist on doing in Sandalese.” 
 
    She had not, of course, spoken of her reasons for accompanying her uncle on the journey to the Sandalesean region of Altiere. Partially because she was just as content as he to exist in silence, but partially—well, she wasn’t precisely sure how to explain the godforged to her uncle, or the fact that the archduke was seeking the discs with the intent of claiming whatever power they held for himself, or her certainty, unproven, that a seventh, long lost disc was hidden somewhere in Altiere. 
 
    No, better to say nothing at all. 
 
    Eska shifted to face Valentin once more. “I am my mother’s daughter, Uncle. I will be polite, courteous, respectful, a diplomat.” Valentin did not look at her. Such had become his habit during the journey across the Anerrean Sea—and, if Eska was honest, her habit as well. Four days spent at opposite ends of the Argonex, four days spent eating meals apart, four days with no more than a handful of words exchanged. Her plea for kindness between them had been honored, at least in letter if not in spirit. But, then, it was easy to be kind if they did not speak. “But if Frantzisko insults me, if he suggests I have no place in the dealings between this company and his throne, I will not be silent,” Eska said, uttering these last words through clenched teeth. Her uncle’s profile made no move to acknowledge her declaration, and Eska’s stomach knotted with anger. Lest she lash out and add further fuel to the smoldering embers between them, she moved down the rail to stand near the gangplank.  
 
    Evidence of a woman’s place in Anderra greeted Eska the moment said gangplank was lowered. She descended first, and while a servant bearing the royal insignia hurried to shelter her beneath an ornate parasol complete with dangling peacock feathers to obscure her vision, the servant’s superior turned a deaf ear to her and, with a disdainful purse to his lips and a steadfast refusal to look upon Eska’s face, waited for Valentin to set foot on the pier before acknowledging Firenzia Company had arrived. The man had a scholarly look that might have reminded her of Albus were his behavior not such an affront.  
 
    “Greetings and most gracious welcome to Anderra, Master de Caraval,” the man said, bowing slightly. “My name is Xabier, and I am dedicated to your service for the duration of your time in Rhoxanos.” 
 
    “Please thank the prince for his thoughtful hospitality,” Valentin said. He gestured to Eska, and Xabier at last looked her in the eye—fleetingly. “My partner in Firenzia Company, the lady Eska de Caraval.” 
 
    Xabier bowed again, this time with an elaborate flourish that rather reminded Eska of the very elaborate parasol. The desire to roll her eyes was very nearly overwhelming. “A jewel for the prince to look on. You honor us with your beautiful presence, my lady,” Xabier said. When he rose from his bow, his gaze darted over Eska’s shoulder once more. 
 
    She put on a smile—the smile her mother had taught her, the smile even her uncle could not see past. “How charming. I am delighted to be in Anderra.” 
 
    It was not her first visit. Valentin knew this, and Eska did not have to look at her uncle to know he was desperately hoping she wouldn’t mention that she had once slipped into the port of Rhoxanos on a merchant’s boat—for the express purpose of avoiding the royal welcome and meeting a prominent member of Anderra’s academic guild, a guild tolerated by the prince out of necessity, not out of any great passion for learning in his heart. While it would have given Eska much pleasure to inform Xabier of this prior visit—she could just imagine the way his eyes would go wide, his mouth slack, and the ensuing sputtering of indignant insistence that surely such behavior was an oversight, not a deliberate slight against the glorious prince—Eska was willing to keep that particular story quiet for the moment.  
 
    Xabier indicated their transportation to the royal residence waited just off the pier. As Frantzisko’s servant ushered Eska in that direction, Valentin lingered behind to pass a few last instructions to Captain Montmere, who would oversee the offloading of the Argonex’s cargo in preparation for the land journey that would follow, and to Feliciano, his dig master. Eska looked away as her uncle spoke to Feliciano, feeling a sudden pang of grief for Gabriel. The engineer would have jumped at the chance to travel to Sandalese. Eska blinked away the memory of his final plea as he turned to dust before her eyes. She had not yet found the words to tell her uncle of Gabriel’s death. Not because Valentin and the engineer had been close, but because she did not trust herself to describe what she would have thought to be the impossible. Worse, still, the only other witness to Gabriel’s death had vanished, stealing away with the mysterious bronze disc and leaving Eska to question everything he had ever said to her. 
 
    She had not allowed herself to think of Perrin Barca on the journey across the sea. Perhaps it was due to Xabier’s obsequious patronization, perhaps it was her frustration with her uncle, Eska could not have said, but whatever wall she had constructed to keep thoughts of Perrin and the godforged disc he had stolen at bay was thoroughly demolished by the time she reached the litter that would carry them to the royal residence. And lurking among those thoughts was the worry that she had made the wrong choice, leaving the second disc, the one Albus had given to a woman for safe-keeping before his disappearance, in the vaults at the Firenzia Company offices. 
 
    It had seemed the logical thing to do. The vaults were home to any number of valuable things. Security was paramount. Surely the godforged would be safe. Safer than on her person, should the archduke suspect her to be in possession of it. And yet, as she had listened to the locks on the vault click into place, sealing the bronze disc away from the light, uncertainty had tickled at the back of her mind—uncertainty that, combined with the memory of Perrin Barca’s shy smile, had not yet relinquished its hold over her. 
 
    As such, she was the very image of a demure, silent woman when she stepped out of the litter into Frantzisko’s courtyard—no doubt to Xabier’s immense delight. 
 
    She was brought back to herself sharply, first by the arresting mosaic stretching the dimensions of the courtyard—remarkable workmanship—and second by Xabier hissing in her ear for her to curtsey. It was, she was aware, not her most graceful moment, but she executed the curtsey while managing to note the detail in the scales of a half-fish, half-man figure at her feet and as such did not have difficulty keeping her eyes down until a pair of embroidered boots trod upon the fish-man’s lustrous, flowing hair—her cue. 
 
    Eska looked up at the prince of Anderra, smiled somewhere in the depths of her eyes, and let herself be raised up by his offered hand.  
 
    “My Lady de Caraval,” Frantzisko murmured. He nodded slightly over her hand, immaculate in a deep blue tunic threaded through with so much gold at the collar that he gleamed in the high sun. His only other adornments were two rings on the hand that grasped Eska’s fingers, but it was his hair that was perhaps the most striking piece of his appearance. Thick and dark, the mane framed his austere features—a face suited for sculpting if Eska had ever seen one—while a streak of silver extended back from one temple. “You are welcome to Rhoxanos and Anderra. My humble city can offer little in the face of your beauty, but I hope your time here pleases you.” 
 
    “Rhoxanos pleases me greatly, Prince, but I’m sure its many delights will pale in comparison to your kind attention,” Eska said. That Frantzisko enjoyed looking at her was readily apparent. Perhaps she could use that to gain some manner of foothold in the conversations that would follow—conversations he no doubt meant to conduct in her hearing, out of respect to her uncle, but not with her participation.  
 
    The prince turned to her uncle, his manner altering ever so slightly—still polite, still regal, but easier, more natural. A grasping of hands, a laugh. Things exchanged between men. Eska’s mother would have cautioned her against letting her prejudice against Anderra’s customs convince her eyes of things that were not there, not when there was delicate business that needed her attention—but Sorina de Caraval, Ambassador-Superior of Arconia, was not there, nor had she spent time in the prince’s court, and Eska happened to place a great deal of trust in her own observations. 
 
    Frantzisko shifted slightly as he spoke to her uncle, placing Eska somewhere off his right shoulder and therefore relegated to the periphery of his vision. She swallowed back the irritation that threatened to overtake the pleasant expression she had adopted and entertained herself by admiring the mosaic yet again. There would be time later to challenge the prince and assert herself—and besides, the mosaic was really quite astonishing, both in the details and the larger composition, not to mention the quality of the tiles. The richness of color, the impeccable cutting and placement, were as fine as the great mosaics of Ikarios. Eska was beginning to muse if the artist and craftsmen had studied under that city’s masters when the prince interrupted those thoughts by inviting her to take his arm so they might retire for refreshments out of the cruel sun.  
 
    “You honor me, Prince,” Eska said, smiling as she placed her hand on his forearm. “I confess I cannot determine which is greater, your magnanimity or your noble bearing.” 
 
    It was a bit thick, as far as flattery goes, but she could see Frantzisko neither heard nor felt the current of sarcasm swirling beneath the surface of her smooth words—and brilliant smile. Valentin, of course, would recognize it for what it was. Eska snuck a glance at her uncle as the prince led her from the courtyard and was pleased to see his wariness warring with reluctant humor. 
 
    False flattery was not necessary, however, when Eska emerged, after the prince gave them a brief tour through his receiving room, his glass gardens, and the apartments granted to them for their stay, onto the large balcony in the southeast corner of the compound. High above the rocky shore and foaming waves, far removed from the bustle of Rhoxanos, Eska was transported into a realm of sparkling blue and soaring sea birds, of sweet-smelling flowers and warm white stone.  
 
    “It is a view without equal, Prince,” Eska said. Frantzisko smiled and deposited her beneath a painted silk awning—though she would very much have preferred to lean out over the balcony and watch the sea spray below. 
 
    “It is nothing, my lady, compared to what you would find at Esmera. Perhaps I can convince you to honor my lake and my island home with your presence. Surely your uncle can achieve your business in Sandalese without you.” 
 
    Eska looked up at the prince. With delightful timing, the sea breeze lifted a strand of her hair so it brushed across her neck and collarbone. “Perhaps on our return journey, if you have not already forgotten me.” 
 
    Eska was quite sure a woman had never spoken to the prince of Anderra so boldly in all his life, and for a moment she thought she might have pushed him too far.   
 
    “Does the sun forget the sky?”  
 
    Apparently she had not. 
 
    When the prince sat, he did so as close to Eska as their chairs would allow, but for all his talk of suns and skies, his attention remained fixed on Valentin as servants paraded forth with platters of beautiful food—fruit and honeycomb, spiced nuts, and smooth wheels of soft cheese. Her uncle and the prince discussed and selected a wine for the meal, without so much as a thought to Eska’s preference, and it was only once the men had shared a drink in honor of their business arrangement that Frantzisko nodded for a servant to fill Eska’s glass with the pale, golden wine. 
 
    And still Eska smiled as she raised the glass to her lips—though she was sure to catch her uncle’s eye above the rim. The speed with which he downed his wine suggested her discontent had been adequately conveyed, but this had the unintended consequence of causing Valentin to steer the conversation in all directions other than the one that most needed discussing. He and the prince spoke of Frantzisko’s latest building project, the marriage of the prince’s cousin, and—by all the dead librarians—the unusually hot weather, until Eska’s patience vanished as surely as Perrin Barca. 
 
    “Uncle,” Eska interjected into a brief pause, “perhaps the prince would like to hear about our suggestions for circumventing some of the more stringent laws pertaining to partnerships of this nature.” 
 
    The flicker of annoyance—hastily smoothed over—in the prince’s expression did not go unnoticed, but that was to be expected. A moment of silence followed Eska’s interruption, but Valentin, to his credit, filled it swiftly, as though the idea were his own. 
 
    “My niece is correct, Prince,” Valentin said. “You’ll remember that not long before my most recent visit to your shores, the Seven Cities limited the exchange of goods and services to and from Anderra.” 
 
    “Due to your government’s persistence in restricting the rights of certain individuals within your borders.” Eska kept her tone amiable and even, but she let her smile grow sharp, and she did not look away when the prince of Anderra shifted in his seat to meet her gaze. The look in his eyes was not a kind one. The regality was gone. The courtesy fled. “At least,” Eska said, letting her smile go shy and soft, “so my uncle informs me.” 
 
    Let them both chew on that. 
 
    Valentin cleared his throat. “As I was saying, the difficulty lies in the fact that any items recovered by Firenzia Company in Sandalese are thereafter considered our property.” He hesitated until the prince’s gaze at last left Eska, then continued. “Now, Arconian laws are not so outdated as to suggest that a citizen’s property is the property of the city and our archduke, but Firenzia does on occasion operate in the interest of the archduke and therefore receives status in accordance with that relationship.” 
 
    “What my uncle is trying not to say,” Eska said, “is that the city, the official Arconian treasury, has invested in Firenzia Company. And I’m sure you are aware, my good Prince, that when money is at stake, laws tend to be scrutinized. Legally, while we are not part of the Arconian government, the money ties us to said government in ways that cannot be ignored. As such, if we were to exchange any of the property we acquire in Sandalese for services provided by Anderra, and as I understand that we are to have the honor of an armed Anderran escort,” Eska smiled and gestured in the prince’s direction, “well, you know how it goes when one has enemies who would seize upon any excuse to inflict harm.” 
 
    Frantzisko was quiet for a moment. He had mastered his initial reaction to Eska’s intrusion into the conversation between men, leaving his face a smooth mask. 
 
    “And you have enemies, Lady de Caraval?” he asked at last. 
 
    Eska smiled again, so sweetly she fancied her lips might taste of sugar. “One or two.” 
 
    Valentin cleared his throat again—only this time Eska was quite sure her uncle did so to keep from choking on the direction the conversation was headed.  
 
    To her surprise, the prince spoke first, and he addressed only Eska. “And do you have a solution for this unfortunate situation we find ourselves in? The road to Sandalese is long, and travelers tell stories of bandits operating with astonishing speed and organization, and so well armed as to permit one to entertain the rumor that they work under the blessing of the king of Navaro. I would hate for you to fall victim to such brigands without the protection of my men.” 
 
    If he meant to frighten her, he failed. Bandits were not the same as assassins in the dark, knives hired to satisfy the vengeance of a man who did not like to be humiliated. Besides, Eska did, in fact, have a solution. 
 
    “We will write up contracts for two of your men to be temporarily employed by Firenzia Company,” Eska said. “It is tradition for our crew members to each receive a portion of the value of the site, which can take the form of an item of their choosing. And as it is a tradition, it is loosely kept, which means there need be no record of what artifacts catch the eye of our two newest employees.” 
 
    She smiled and lifted a hand to indicate to a discretely hovering servant that she was in need of more wine. Her glass was filled, and she had time to take a sip before the prince of Anderra spoke.  
 
    “No doubt you wish to rest after your voyage. I will leave you to enjoy yourselves.” Frantzisko stood and bowed to them each in turn—Eska first. He stepped away from the table, and for a moment Eska thought he might be so stubborn as to refuse to indicate acceptance of her terms. But then he stopped at the entrance to the balcony and looked back at her. “Draw up the contracts. My people will examine them.” And then he was gone. 
 
    Eska did not gloat. It was a near thing. She wanted to look at her uncle and win some admission from him that she had played her hand to perfection, but when she glanced at Valentin, something stole the words from her tongue. Instead, she found herself looking at the man who had loomed so large in her childhood, who had given her the world when she was young, and could not help but wonder if they would ever repair what was broken between them. 
 
    No longer hungry, no longer enamored of the sea view, Eska pushed back her chair and stood.  
 
    “I find I am tired, Uncle. I will retire.” Brushing aside the parasol-toting servant who trotted over, Eska gazed at Valentin for a moment. He did not look away. “It’s been a long time since we traveled somewhere new together.” 
 
    A small smile. Then a nod. “Aranghetti, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. I remember the tidal pools. The way the algae glowed at night.” 
 
    Valentin’s smile quirked into a puzzled expression. “Tidal pools?” 
 
    “Yes, we went to the beach at night. There were local musicians.” Eska searched his face for recognition. “Dancers.” 
 
    Her uncle shook his head. “I remember the manuscripts we uncovered in the hidden chamber of that long-ransacked tomb. It was a remarkable discovery. But I’m sorry, I don’t remember the tidal pools or the music.”  
 
    “I see.” 
 
    And she did see. Eska saw then that perhaps she had never understood her uncle at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    “Besides, maybe it will start speaking to you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t think he’s dead.” 
 
    Manon did not turn at the sound of Luca’s voice. A moment before, the figure in black had been just there, beyond that line of trees—but though she wanted to convince herself otherwise, Manon could see only rough bark and pine boughs. Even the fog, so thick and solid, was dissipating. By the time her heart stopped racing, there would be nothing to suggest the figure had been there at all. 
 
    She refused to think of him as Perrin. From the moment she regained consciousness in the dust that had been Elysium, the air still crackling with white fire, she had thought only of finding the being who had summoned the flames from the sky—of finding him and prying her brother free from whatever strange power held him prisoner in a body that was both his and not. Manon shivered still at the thought of the eyes that ought to have been green ringed with gold, at the way the unknown blue irises had stared back at her from a face that belonged to her brother. Worse still was the pit that had gnawed in her stomach from the moment she had understood that Perrin had no recognition for her. 
 
    Luca called for her from next to the body on the ground. The man’s horse watched from a distance, ears back, neck straining. The mare had not bolted, though, which was remarkable, considering.  
 
    Manon walked backward toward the hunter from Licenza, unwilling to tear her eyes from the pines where she had last seen the thing that wasn’t Perrin—though she knew there was nothing left to see. 
 
    “If he’s not dead, let’s go. If we lose the trail, I don’t know if we can find it again.” She would not lose Perrin. Could not. 
 
    “Manon, I think he’s someone important.” 
 
    Sighing, Manon turned and looked down at the man she had saved from death—and nearly stumbled into Luca’s shoulder in shock. 
 
    Alexandre de Minos was much as she had last laid eyes on him, despite the fact that he was stretched out on the forest floor, his breathing dangerously shallow, his famous spear just out of reach of his fingers. His face was peaceful, as though he had felt no fear in the moments before Manon’s flames had burned through the fog and caused his attacker to flee, as though he had still felt he could defeat his opponent even as he had fallen from the saddle. Manon grimaced at the thought of such arrogance. 
 
    “You know him,” Luca said, watching her face. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” Manon dropped to one knee, her gaze scanning de Minos’s body for signs of injury. There appeared to be none. “Would you like to be a rich man?” 
 
    Luca frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’ve just saved the life of one of the most important men in Arconia, indeed, in all the Seven Cities. This is Alexandre de Minos, Arch-Commander of Arconia.”  
 
    For perhaps the first time since she had met him, Luca, it seemed, had nothing to say. The hunter looked from Manon to de Minos and back again.  
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    Manon laughed. “I’m afraid so. I had the unfortunate pleasure of being in his custody not long ago, neither prisoner nor guest.” 
 
    Luca looked skeptical. “And you think that might make him inclined to reward us for saving his life?” 
 
    “I didn’t say reward.” 
 
    The hunter caught her meaning swiftly, and where a matter of days before he might have chided her gently, he now gave her a stare heavy with mock disappointment. “We’re not ransoming the arch-commander of Arconia, Manon.” 
 
    Manon laughed again, aware she had not smiled this much since the day in Elysium, the day Perrin became something powerful and deadly. She let that thought wash over her, let it glide away, glad to have a moment without that burden, if only in her imagination. 
 
    “I wasn’t serious,” she said. 
 
    Luca snorted. “You were a little serious.” He bent over the arch-commander once more, intent on the rise and fall of the man’s chest. Already improving, Manon noted. “Do you think he will wake on his own?” Luca asked. 
 
    “I know nothing more about that fog than you do,” Manon said. “Clearly it robbed de Minos of his faculties, but beyond that…” She shrugged.  
 
    “We know the fog doesn’t like fire,” Luca said. 
 
    “You say that as though the fog were a thing capable of liking something as you or I would like strong wine or a particular cheese.” 
 
    It was Luca’s turn to shrug. “I’ve never seen a Carrier do the things our cloaked friend has done.”  
 
    Manon noted—and was grateful for—how Luca did not name him Perrin. She had not asked him to do so, had not said much of anything about what they had witnessed—what had almost killed them—in Elysium, but the hunter had a knack for understanding her mind. It had unsettled her at first, this realization that a man she hardly knew seemed to sense the workings of her, well, of her heart, if she was honest, before she herself did. Her father had that ability, and Manon was wary of anything that reminded her of Julian Barca. But Manon had, since Elysium, found a sliver of refuge in feeling less alone for the first time in six years.  
 
    “As such,” Luca went on, “I won’t be assuming that fog was like any other fog.” Manon acknowledged this with a small nod and the hunter continued. “Stone, water, fire.” He held up a finger with each word. “This Carrier seems to be master of all, or,” Luca frowned, searching for words, “seems to believe himself to be master of all. I don’t think he collapsed that cave on purpose. I think something went wrong. But the fog and whatever it was he did to poison the river, that I have never seen. And then there were the birds, Manon.” 
 
    “Birds fly in formations, Luca.” 
 
    They had argued over this before, after tracking the thing that wasn’t Perrin from Elysium to a small lake nestled in a wild moor—where they had watched in horrified wonder as he had proceeded to lift every drop of water from that lake, raise it up into the sky, like a child’s floating soap bubble, and then let it crash down with such thunderous fury that Manon had felt the earth tremble beneath her feet. She had stared at the still raging lake until Luca touched her shoulder and pointed to the sky. 
 
    “But not in a perfect circle, Manon,” Luca said. 
 
    And it had been perfect. Manon could see it still, dark feathers against a blue sky, and not a sound to be heard. 
 
     She knew he was right. Had known it that day at the lake. But while she could accept stone and water and fire, even fog and strange substances to befoul fresh water, the notion that a Carrier could control the flight of birds—and if birds, why not more?—could dictate to a flock of hundreds like an artist painting strokes on a canvas, was more than Manon was willing to contemplate.  
 
    “But why birds?” Manon burst out. “What purpose did that serve?” 
 
    “I’ll add that question to the list of things to ask him, shall I?” The words were light, but the voice behind them was not. Luca held Manon’s gaze, his face grim.  
 
    “Ask who?” 
 
    Startled, Manon looked down at Alexandre de Minos, who was very much conscious.  
 
    The arch-commander of Arconia smiled a smile that somehow conveyed genuine humor, more than a little wry understanding of the irony of the situation, and—she was sure of it—the smug conceit that comes with a lifetime of authority. 
 
    “Hello, Manon.” Alexandre de Minos propped himself up on one elbow. If the effects of the fog lingered, he did not let it show, or let it mar his handsome face. 
 
    Manon made him wait overly long—not just because she wanted to. “You’re fortunate,” she said at last, “that I suffered no harm on your orders when you had me at your mercy aboard the Horatio.” 
 
    “Fortune has nothing to do with,” he said. “Though I am sorry to know you believe me capable, indeed, willing, to flaunt my power over you, or anyone else at my mercy.” 
 
    Manon’s fingers tightened into a fist. No doubt de Minos noticed. “And what of your little performance in the vismarch’s courtyard? What of the whip Perrin was threatened with?” 
 
    Her words had no apparent effect. “Necessary. And your brother was never truly at risk.” 
 
    “Then you knew what I would say? You knew I would sacrifice myself to save him? You are mistaken, Arch-Commander, for even I did not know.” 
 
    De Minos smiled a little, and Manon seethed at the pity she saw there. “I knew. One way or another, Manon, you were not prepared to see your brother harmed.” 
 
    The audacity of his conviction took her breath away. Certainly it was not that she heard truth in his words. Certainly not.  
 
    In the absence of a reply from her, de Minos, still on one elbow as though he were lounging at a picnic, glanced at Luca.  
 
    “Perhaps you can introduce me to your friend, Manon?” 
 
    “He speaks for himself.” It was a petty reply that would wound Luca more than de Minos, Manon knew. But a more civilized response eluded her. 
 
    “Very well.” With smooth grace, de Minos got to his feet and proceeded to dust at the dirt on the lapel of his coat. Luca lurched upright after him. “I am Alexandre de Minos, Arch-commander of Arconia.” De Minos offered a hand to Luca. 
 
    “Luca D’Armand.” Luca grasped the arch-commander’s hand. “Of Licenza.” He frowned a little. “Formerly, I suppose.” 
 
    “And I imagine your acquaintance with Manon has something to do with the archduke’s tasks for her?” 
 
    A hint of wariness crept into Luca’s face. Manon could have kissed him. “It does,” he said. 
 
    She expected, as she got to her feet, the arch-commander to insist on further explanation, but de Minos merely accepted this with a nod.  
 
    “Now,” he said, “I think it’s time you told me about my attacker.” There was no obvious shift, no change in tone, no adjustment of posture. But with those words, Alexandre de Minos was not what he had been a moment before—and there would be no further evading. 
 
    That didn’t mean Manon couldn’t try, out of habit or spite. 
 
    “You speak with a great deal of familiarity, Arch-Commander,” she said, straightening—they were nearly of a height—and meeting his gaze head on. “Must I remind you we are not friends.” 
 
    “No,” de Minos said, his face still with gravity. “No, we are not friends. I have not forgotten your attempt on Eska’s ship, on her life. But I do not name you an enemy.” 
 
    Yet. Manon heard it, though he did not say it. She thought of the courtyard in Toridium, when she had caught a glimpse of de Minos but not known his face. She had understood him, in that moment, to be a predator. She was no less certain of that now. 
 
    Manon glanced at Luca, saw him trying to work out the tension between them. She forced herself to exhale and take a step back. Without intent, her gaze wandered back to the pines where she had last seen the thing that was not Perrin, the thing that had nearly killed the arch-commander. 
 
    “We don’t know who or what he is, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    It was Luca who spoke, his words a foundation for her to stand on, a concession made so she didn’t have to relent. 
 
    “And the fog?” Alexandre de Minos turned his attention to Luca, leaving Manon to contemplate why this bothered her. “I felt it in my lungs first, then,” de Minos hesitated, gesturing into the air with one hand, “in my mind, I suppose. Everything slowed, but I could hardly move.” He spoke as though describing events that had befallen another. “At the end, my vision grew blurry and my eyes watered, much like when one stands at a smoky hearth or campfire overly long.” De Minos glanced at Manon. “I believe I saw your fire, before I lost consciousness.” 
 
    She gave a curt nod.  
 
    “Then you have my thanks.” 
 
    Suddenly his attention was fixed far too firmly on her. She wanted to look away and found she could not. 
 
    “You know this person,” de Minos said. “You will not convince me that your presence here in this little corner of wilderness, four days out from Arconia, is a coincidence.” 
 
    “We have been following him for seven days, Arch-Commander,” Luca said. De Minos’s gaze lingered on Manon, but at last he turned to Luca once more.  
 
    “Then I think there is a great deal more to be said.” De Minos whistled, and the mare, placid now, trotted to his side. “But night’s shroud has fallen.” He stroked the horse’s nose. “There is an outpost not far from here. You will accompany me and we will speak more.” 
 
    The order sent a shiver of anger rolling across Manon’s skin, but Luca caught her eye, and there was something in his face that quelled her, though she did not enjoy knowing that the prolonged glance between them was no doubt observed by de Minos.  
 
    Luca broke eye contact and turned to fetch their horses, leaving Manon with nothing but the twilight between her and Alexandre de Minos.  
 
    He was close, the mare closer as she sniffed in Manon’s direction.  
 
    “Come, Manon,” he said, his voice as soft as the starlight. “We are not enemies.” 
 
    The ‘yet’ was still there. But so was the knowledge that had sunk its claws into Manon days before: she could not save Perrin alone. And saving Perrin was all that mattered.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I saw his face.” 
 
    Alexandre de Minos, his feet propped on the cold hearth, was leaning back in his wobbly chair, starting at the rafters—or perhaps beyond them—of the private apartment he had been granted in the officers’ house. 
 
    Their arrival at the outpost had been met with surprise due to the lateness of the hour and the fact, Manon learned, that de Minos had only ridden away from it that morning. The captain had greeted them cheerfully, if a bit tipsily, but, to Manon’s immense relief, the arch-commander made it abundantly clear that he would not be answering any questions. As such, there were no introductions, no efforts at polite conversation. She had never before been so grateful for the respect for authority among members of the military, which flourished, it seemed, even in a remote, entirely uninteresting outpost.  
 
    Manon and Luca had been ushered into the private apartment, where Manon proceeded to pace while Luca remained uncharacteristically quiet. When de Minos entered, bearing a tray of food and a jug of ale, they proceeded to eat the bread and meat in a silence that even Manon understood to be awkward. During her time aboard the Horatio, she had not dined with the arch-commander, and she and Luca had spent most of their time together eating on opposite sides of a campfire, or sheltering under what cover they could find.  
 
    When the jug had made its second round and nothing remained but a few crumbs and fatty rinds, de Minos had shifted his chair closer to the hearth, arranging it so he might see both Manon and Luca, and yet it was the ceiling he spoke to when at last the long silence was broken. 
 
    “His face?” Manon tried to keep her voice neutral, but her heart raced inside her ribcage. De Minos would not have forgotten Perrin’s face. 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” de Minos said, still musing at the ceiling.  
 
    For once, Manon found she was desperate for him to speak. 
 
    “A mask, I suppose,” the arch-commander said, his gaze falling to land on Manon. “Unless you think it possible our talented friend is dead.” 
 
    “Dead?” Manon’s mind tripped over the word as the arch-commander toppled her admittedly limited understanding of the thing that wasn’t Perrin. Nor did she expect a man as pragmatic as de Minos to speculate in notions of dead spirits rising. For all their power, even the mighty Alescus had not conquered mortality. The dead did not walk the world. She heard Luca stir in his chair, but she had eyes only for de Minos. “What do you mean?” 
 
    De Minos swung his legs down from the hearthstones and sat up, elbows on his knees, leaning toward Manon. No longer musing. “I saw a skull of gold staring back at me from beneath his hood.” 
 
    Not Perrin’s face, then. At least there was that. 
 
    “Could the fog have affected you? Created this vision?” Luca’s questions broke the eye contact between Manon and de Minos. 
 
    The arch-commander leaned back in his chair and spread his hands before him, palms up. “I will allow it is entirely possible, considering what else it did to me. But if so, that begs another question. Why? Whether the skull was an illusion or is made of cold, hard gold, surely it has meaning.” De Minos let his words linger in the candlelight. “I’m going to need to know everything you know.” 
 
    Everything was a great many things. 
 
    Manon stared at the floorboards, debating a losing argument with herself about the consequences of refusing.  
 
    “Manon.” De Minos waited until she looked at him. “I do not understand your reticence. But allow me to ask you to think of this situation from a perspective other than your own.” Again he waited, though for what Manon could not say. “I am arch-commander of Arconia, charged with defending all the Seven Cities and their people. And I have just learned that an unidentified person of some considerable power and unknown intentions has poisoned a river, possibly murdered a woman, and attacked me. Not to mention whatever this person has been doing for the past, what was it, seven days?”  
 
    Luca offered a confirming nod Manon knew the arch-commander did not need. 
 
    “Can you see how this is a matter that concerns me?” 
 
    She could.  
 
    “Tell me about this woman you say was killed,” Manon said.  
 
    “First you tell me what you have seen since becoming acquainted with our friend. And the circumstances of your meeting.” 
 
    And so she did, starting with the day white fire burst from the sky over Elysium. She said little of the archduke’s reasons for sending her there, and nothing at all of Perrin, only that they had seen a figure among the ruins who had appeared to summon the bolt of flames. With Luca’s assistance, she recounted the days that followed, how they picked up the trail, how they witnessed the hooded figure—always hooded—enter a cave burrowed into a hillside and emerge in a cloud of smoke, how the cave had collapsed a moment later and of the howl of rage that had chilled Manon to the core. The arch-commander listened quietly, without interruption, his expression changing little, until Luca related the story of the birds hovering unnaturally over the lake. His gaze narrowed in that moment, but he said nothing until after Manon finished describing how they had watched the unknown figure wade into the river upstream from the village, how he had caught a fish with his hands, seemed to stroke its striped side like a fascinated child, and then how the fish had rotted before their eyes. 
 
    “And he threw it back in the river?” de Minos asked. 
 
    Manon nodded. “The water began to blacken instantly.” 
 
    “And you never tried to speak to him? Engage with him in any way?” 
 
    Manon thought of the moment in Elysium when she had spoken to Perrin, when she had realized her brother was not behind the face that looked back at her. She swallowed down the lump in her throat. “No.” She glanced at Luca, then admitted, “My abilities are limited, Arch-Commander. The fire I sent to chase away the fog today was nearly at the uppermost boundary of what I can create and wield without assistance. Confrontation did not seem wise.” Never mind the fact that she had no wish to harm whatever was left of Perrin under that hood. 
 
    She expected a clever remark, a slight against her bravery or skills. But Alexandre de Minos remained grave. “There you and I agree.” He rose from his chair and poured the remainder of the ale into their cups. “A body was found in the river just downstream from that very same village today.” De Minos returned the empty jug to the table and paced to the window. “A woman. Her throat was torn open.” He turned back to face them. “I carried her from the water myself and discovered a brand on her.” He gestured to the place just below the joining of his ribs. “Just here. Perfectly round, much like your birds. And yet there were places within the circle where the skin was untouched. Everything around them blackened and burned, but these remained, like markings on the skin.” 
 
    “Markings?” Manon asked. 
 
    “Nothing recognizable,” de Minos said. “Not letters or symbols. Just—” 
 
    “Lines and dots,” Manon broke in, the words out of her mouth before she knew she was speaking them aloud. 
 
    His expression sharpening, de Minos fixed her once more with that stare. “It seems you are not done surprising me, Manon Barca.” 
 
    Manon’s heart beat against the bronze disc, so easily forgotten, in the chest pocket of her traveling coat. Smaller than its cousin now in the archduke’s possession, but both the disc Julian Barca had left for her in her dead brother’s sarcophagus and the disc he had buried in the stone circle at Pontevellio were marked with the same series of grooves—line and dots.  
 
    Though it would create more questions than answers, more questions the arch-commander could use to crack open the things Manon would not say, Manon reached up—her fingers were steady, to her surprise—and into the pocket above her heart.  
 
    She held the disc up between two fingers, the bronze gleaming dully with candleflame. Without a word, she set it down on the table. 
 
    Alexandre de Minos studied it from a distance for a moment. The darkened markings in the bronze were unmistakable. 
 
    “It’s smaller,” he said at last, his head tilting slightly, “smaller than the brand.”  
 
    “It is not the only one I have held,” Manon said, “though I no longer have the other.” 
 
    “And the other was larger?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    De Minos looked up at Manon and shaped his hands into a circle, his fingertips touching, a question on his face. 
 
    “Roughly, yes.” 
 
    “Do you know what they are?” 
 
    Manon shook her head. “You have not asked what happened to the other.” 
 
    The arch-commander’s gaze had returned to the bronze disc, and he leaned across the table to see it better. “I am more concerned at the moment with the one our friend appears to have in his possession. Unless you mean to tell me they are one and the same?” 
 
    The thought had not occurred to Manon, though she realized now, with the sudden weight of the arch-commander’s words, that it ought to have. And yet why would the archduke give up the thing he had coveted for so long?  
 
    “I don’t know.” True enough. 
 
    “But you think not.” Though he did not raise his head, de Minos looked up at Manon from beneath his eyelashes. 
 
    Manon hesitated, unsure how much of the archduke’s task to reveal.  
 
    “There are six, Arch-Commander,” Luca said, his gaze on Manon. “Or so we were told.” 
 
    Alexandre de Minos accepted this without comment. He reached across the table and lightly traced the edge of the disc with one finger—or so he meant to. The instant his skin made contact with the bronze, the disc shuddered and, to Manon’s shock, folded in on itself until it was nothing more than a misshapen lump of metal. 
 
    De Minos recovered first, and Manon, aware that he was staring at her once more, tried to rearrange her face. 
 
    “I take it you have not witnessed that particular event before now.” 
 
    The absurdity of what she had seen burst from her in a sharp exclamation of laughter. “Certainly not. The thing is made of bronze, Arch-Commander. This is impossible.”  
 
    “And yet,” he said, gesturing to the crumpled bronze, the impossibility, on the table between them. 
 
    The calm in his voice sparked fury in Manon’s ribs, and she felt Luca flinch next to her. She reached for the disc, lashing out with the anger she could not inflict on the arch-commander, nearly upsetting the candelabra. She plucked the lump of bronze from the table and almost dropped it as the metal, as malleable as a puddle of wax, unfurled and resumed its original form. 
 
    For all his calm a moment earlier, even Alexandre de Minos took a half step back, his lips parted in fascination. Manon’s heart thrummed somewhere in her skull. 
 
    Turning abruptly, she shoved her hand in Luca’s direction. The hunter lurched back. 
 
    “Take it,” Manon said, her voice hard and desperate. 
 
    Luca met her gaze, and for a moment Manon feared the trust between them, the trust forged from his stubborn loyalty, might break. But then Luca stretched out his hand, his fingers brushed hers—and the disc crumpled once more as he lifted it from her palm. He released it instantly, and the moment it hit Manon’s skin, the reversal was complete. 
 
    Manon took a deep breath. “It is a Carrier device.” She knew the words to be true, though she could not have fathomed them a moment before. “Of the three of us, I am the only one who Carries.” Luca’s strange gift was another matter entirely, but Manon had no intention of revealing the hunter’s secret to the arch-commander of Arconia. “It is,” she hesitated, staring at the bronze disc in her palm, trying to find the words, “open to me. Somehow.” 
 
    More questions upon questions, and each of them burning behind the arch-commander’s eyes. Except for why the archduke of Arconia, who did not Carry, was seeking six bronze Carrier discs—that question was Manon’s alone to wrestle with as long as she kept Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux’s secret. 
 
    “Then our friend with the golden skull mask must be trying to use it,” de Minos said. 
 
    Manon set the disc on the table once more. “Yes.” But Perrin did not Carry. Perrin could not do these things. Manon’s head swam, and she made to step away from the table and the disc, but the look in the arch-commander’s eyes held her in place. 
 
    “Could you use it?” 
 
    “I told you, I don’t know what it is,” Manon said, her words coming faster than she could form them. “I have carried that thing in my pocket for weeks now, and never once did I think I could use it.” 
 
    Alexandre de Minos did not look away. In another moment, Manon might have resolved to learn something from him about the power of waiting, of silence. Now was not that moment. 
 
    “Do you expect it to speak to me?” Manon’s voice pitched high. “To whisper to me some great power that I might tap into?” Still de Minos looked at her as though she might have a sudden revelation. At last he released her from his gaze. 
 
    “You had better hold onto that,” he said, nodding at the disc.  
 
    Manon frowned. She had expected him to claim it, insist on taking it back to Arconia where it could be kept safe now that he knew something of what it was. She wasn’t sure whether she would have refused him. Did Julian Barca know what he had left her? She had thought the gold ingots—stolen from the Licenzan treasury—were what he had intended her to find in Victor’s sarcophagus. Now it seemed she had yet another reason to know she had never understood her father as well as she had once thought. 
 
    “Why?” She hated how her voice shook. 
 
    “Because you stand a better chance of surviving another encounter with our friend than I do. And I’d rather he didn’t get his hands on a second one.” Alexandre de Minos smiled, his face brightening with a humor Manon could not share. “Besides, maybe it will start speaking to you.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Interlude 1 
 
      
 
    Excerpt from a letter—dated during the reign of Varin I, the Thunder King, the Prince Among the Shadows, the fifth Alescu—to an unknown recipient from an unknown sender. The paper bears faint traces of the royal seal, marking it as a document originating within the palace of Elysium, though efforts were clearly made to scrape the embossed ink from the parchment. It was discovered much later in Rhia with other hidden documents in the aftermath of that city’s rebellion. 
 
      
 
      
 
    You will hear the news soon enough, but I am sure it will twist and transform like a viper shedding its skin as it winds its way to you, earning new scales and losing others as it is carried on common tongues who have no regard for the truth. You know as well as I the unspoken refrain that lingers always in Elysium—Rhia is too far.  
 
      
 
    Four words that weigh heavy on the crown—or at least on those who bow and scrape to it, those who would empty every drop of their own blood from their bodies in the fruitless hope that Carrier blood might flow in its place. I do not think the crown cares much for matters of leagues and distance, not when those who wear it have been known to destroy cities before the break of dawn. But I think those four words weigh heaviest of all on those of us in Elysium who serve the shadow of the Seven Cities, the memory of what was long before our own births, who search for light within this darkness and try to mitigate the horror our kings and queens visit upon the world, as I do—and as you did before that ill-fated day. Yes, Rhia is too far. Too far to keep within the fold with good intentions alone. I fear the day will come when Rhia decides to test its wings. Perhaps not while an Alescu lives and breathes—though when that might cease to be is a question I dare not contemplate. 
 
      
 
    But enough. Rhia’s future is an old argument you had I have had too many times. I have promised you news, and the courier I have managed to arrange in secret will not wait. 
 
      
 
    Talarian, the Prince Among the Stars, is dead. We have a new king, the brother, Varin. Unremarkable, as we know even the Alescus must answer to death. But what is remarkable is the manner in which it unfolded. You must promise me, my old friend, that you will breathe nothing of this to anyone, even to the shades you see in your dreams. What am I saying? Of course you know how to keep your tongue to yourself. You would not be alive had you failed to acquire this skill. 
 
      
 
    Varin killed his brother. This is what must be known, even if only by you. This knowledge must exist outside of the palace, where it may have a fleeting hope of living on. The Alescus, for all their belief in their own superiority, are no better than any other noble family in which jealousy and hatred run deep. They do not present this face to the world, of course. We see only a unified bloodline, a power bordering on the divine that promises to endure. We see their faces, shining in glory, and we are not meant to know that brother spies on sister, that daughter plots against father, that consorts who are meant to be nothing more than placid bastions of Carrier blood threaten to topple the dynasty.  
 
      
 
    Varin’s hatred of his star-gazing brother roosted in the shimmering gardens and the deepest places of Elysium, implacable and ever-present, sustained on the cruelty and violence that poisons the very air we must breathe within these walls. 
 
      
 
    How did he do it? How did the Prince Among the Shadows kill Talarian? 
 
      
 
    I saw a shadow where none should be.  I will say no more. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    “Everyone knows they wanted to be immortal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She will see this as a betrayal.” 
 
    Sascha eyed the man standing before him in the grey dawn light. Behind the hunter from Licenza, a pair of grooms were hauling feed and water for the outpost’s horses. In the distance, a dog cavorted among the chickens. The rest of the yard was quiet. Sascha had intended to make an early start, only to find Luca waiting for him in the common room of the officers’ house. They had walked out to the yard in silence. 
 
    “She may,” Luca said. “If she learns of it.” 
 
    In Sascha’s experience these things were generally learned of, eventually, one way or another. He decided not to disabuse the man of this notion.  
 
    “And she means to continue to follow him?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you, in her place? He is her brother.” Luca said. 
 
    “Of course. I just wonder when she will remember that she has an agreement with the archduke, and that he does not take such things lightly. I don’t know the exact nature of what he has asked of her, but I do know he won’t appreciate a delay.” 
 
    “She has not forgotten,” Luca said. He seemed to expect Sascha to press him to reveal more—despite the fact that Sascha had pointedly refrained from doing so at any number of opportunities. But Sascha had no intention of inserting himself in affairs the archduke did not see fit to share with him.  
 
    “Why do you follow her?” That at least he would ask. As far as he was concerned, Manon Barca had not yet demonstrated a reason to merit respect and loyalty.  
 
    The hunter met Sascha’s gaze with equal steadiness. The man had seemed unremarkable the night before, except perhaps for his willingness to speak when Manon could, or would, not. It had been done, Sascha had understood, out of a desire to spare her. He had not understood why. But here in the first light of morning, Sascha saw strength he could appreciate. 
 
    “I did her wrong, upon our first meeting,” Luca said.  
 
    Sascha waited. There was always more, if one was willing to wait. 
 
    The hunter shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “And if she is not careful,” he paused, choosing his words, “there are forces surrounding her that could destroy her.” 
 
    “If she does not destroy herself first,” Sascha said, looking for the man’s reaction. He was pleased with what he saw. 
 
    Luca did not argue, did not offer a blustering refutation of Sascha’s pronouncement. He merely nodded, his eyes solemn. 
 
    “Be careful,” Sascha said, turning to accept his horse as a third groom walked her out of the stable. “Chaos seems to follow Manon Barca around. Or she brings it with her. I’m not sure.” 
 
    Luca smiled. “I’ve noticed.” 
 
    Sascha pulled himself into the saddle. “I do not say that to be amusing.” He waited until the smile faded. “Manon Barca once used her Carrier powers to attempt to sink a ship—all for one person on board. Think about how many lives she was willing to sacrifice in exchange for a moment that might have passed for fleeting vengeance. And if that is what she did with all of Toridium harbor to witness, think, for a moment, whether it is possible she has done worse when no one was watching. And then allow yourself to wonder what she might do for her brother.”  
 
    He saw the weight of his words settle on Luca, saw, but did not linger for a response. The mare sprang forward at his touch, and together they brushed past the hunter from Licenza while Manon Barca slept, unaware of the secret, her secret, which Sascha now carried with him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You are the arch-commander of Arconia, a hero of the Seven Cities. I would hardly refuse you anything.” 
 
    Sascha was fairly sure he wasn’t imagining the edge of sarcasm in the old man’s voice. He wondered if this Master Librarian employed it with Eska, or just with those he assumed—rightly, in this case—had not spent as much time lost in a book as they ought. 
 
    “Which I appreciate, Master Diomede,” Sascha said. “But I do not come to you because I outrank you and can ask what I wish. I come to you, indeed, I knock on your door at this obscenely early hour because you have the respect of the smartest person I know.” 
 
    The librarian snorted and passed a hand over his ample belly. “Then perhaps you should speak to this person instead of bothering me before my sausages.” 
 
    “I would, but I knocked on a different door even earlier than this one, and I learned that Eska de Caraval is not in the city, not even on these shores.” 
 
    In fact, Sascha had arrived at the de Caraval home, straight from the road into Arconia, while darkness still caressed the rooftops of the city. He had waited—because one does not generally wish to bother the vice-chancelier of Arconia, who likely slept little enough without dawn disturbances—until the eastern horizon had shown the first hints of grey and pink. The maid who had peered through a crack in the door with suspicious—and sleepy—eyes, had started upon catching sight of the insignia on his coat. She knew the three stars over crossed spears, it seemed, and bolted, leaving the door ajar behind her, before Sascha had a chance to speak. 
 
    He had hovered on the threshold for a moment, then ventured into the marble hall, just as the vice-chancelier, the very same who Sascha had hoped might remain undisturbed, emerged at the top of the wide staircase to the second level. 
 
    Eska’s father appeared to be far more awake than the maid, however, and he had looked down at Sascha with a single raised eyebrow. Sascha had begged pardon and gotten to the point rather promptly. He had not seen Maximilian de Caraval outside of the Varadome in more than two years and was aware that this fact was likely not lost on the vice-chancelier. 
 
    Eska, he learned, was away. Across the sea, in fact, on a journey of unknown length. With the Company, of course. He had known this was possible. After all, he had last seen her while arresting Thibault de Venescu, the Iron Baron, and she had disappeared—with Sascha’s horse—in the direction of the harbor. 
 
    This information conveyed, Maximilian de Caraval had offered Sascha tea or coffee or whatever it was he might prefer, an offer Sascha was quite certain he was meant to refuse. And so he did. 
 
    There was only one other place to go. The place Eska trusted most. The Lordican would not open its dignified doors until more civil hours, but Sascha happened to have attended a dinner some years before, with Eska, of course, at the house of Diomede Tulienne, Master Librarian. And Sascha happened to have a very good memory for many things, not least of which were names and places and addresses. 
 
    Landing him firmly on the Master Librarian’s doorstep without a clear notion of his next steps. He knew Eska would have been very amused. He liked to think she might also be a bit proud. 
 
    At the name of Eska de Caraval, Master Diomede’s good-natured grumpiness was replaced by a fond smile. “Even Eska never knocked on my door at this early an hour, but between you and me, it was probably only a matter of time.” He stepped away from the door and gestured Sascha inside. “Please. We can talk in my study.” 
 
    The study might have been, it turned out, more aptly considered a storage room for scrolls. 
 
    The walls, all four of them, were lined with small cubbies, each stuffed—no, no, such a messy word would not be justifiable—each containing anywhere from two to six scrolls, and each scroll lovingly rolled to perfection and placed with care. Above Sascha, who had to pause upon entry to take all this in, more parchment wavered in the draft of the door opening and closing, suspended with clothespins from twine that stretched from wall to wall. Furniture consisted of two chairs, a table holding several writing instruments, and a single cabinet in one corner. The lone window, tall and without adornment, cast a shaft of light across the floor while dust motes drifted here and there. 
 
    “My work,” Master Diomede said, as if this might not be obvious. The librarian settled into the chair closest to the window and indicated for Sascha to take the other. “Now, young man, what brings you to my door?” 
 
    This was not like giving a military report. Sascha had never had difficulty relaying a series of facts and events or offering an interpretation of them.  
 
    “I have just ridden in from the country east of Arconia, near the Livian outpost, if you know it,” he began. “While conducting work for the archduke in the area, I was alerted to a strange incident in a nearby village. The river there had turned black and foul, and not a single living fish was to be found. Additionally, a strange fire was seen the night before this—strange because it evidently had burned on bare rock, without kindling or fuel. I was curious, but I only determined to go see it for myself when the soldier reporting to me spoke of whispers of dark spirits. I grew concerned that fear might drive these villagers to harass or even harm an innocent person as they sought someone to blame.” 
 
    “A wise choice,” Diomede said. “Fear is a powerful thing.” 
 
    Sascha nodded. “I found that not only was the river tainted, a murder had been committed.” Sascha waited as a servant entered the study bearing a gently steaming pot of tea and a tray containing plates of bread and sausages and a liberal supply of butter. As the servant retreated, Master Diomede slathered butter on a slice of bread. He began to chew as Sascha continued his tale. “The body was marked, branded, and her throat was cut. Violently so. While I had originally assumed the change in the river was due to natural occurrences, I find it unlikely that these things are not connected. This is a village that sees few strangers. These are people for whom excitement comes in the form of arguing over whether the ale is as good as last year’s or whether the storm will bring enough rain. These are not people who cut throats.”  
 
    If the librarian disagreed or concurred with this assessment, he gave no sign. Sascha plowed onward.  
 
    “Leaving any further investigation in the hands of the outpost captain, I began the return journey to Arconia. I was attacked that very same evening, not far from the village.” Sascha glanced down at his hands, remembering the way the fog had crept into his mind. “I am no stranger to the ways of battle, ambush, the many ways of killing a man. This was unlike anything I have ever experienced, Master Diomede. My attacker used a fog of his creation. I was robbed of my senses. Of the ability to move with any speed in my defense. I would have died, if not for the timely arrival of a Carrier. She penetrated the fog with fire and scared off my attacker.” 
 
    The librarian had ceased to eat. He sat back in his chair and studied Sascha. “You have my interest, Arch-Commander. Do you know anything as to the identity of this stranger?” 
 
    “He wore a mask. A skull of gold. I learned from the woman who saved me that she had been tracking him for some days. She and her companion had witnessed a number of other things in that time, things far stranger than a tainted river. More importantly, she understood something of the brand on the dead woman, for she possesses a sibling to the thing that caused it.”  
 
    Diomede Tulienne remained quiet, his gaze resting somewhere over Sascha’s shoulder.  
 
    “There is something else.” Sascha hesitated, the secret Luca had shared with him a weight in his chest. There would be no undoing what he said next. It would change the shape of Manon Barca’s future forever. “The woman who saved me is called Manon Barca. You may know the family.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Whoever is behind that gold mask used to be her brother.” 
 
    The librarian frowned. “You mean to say your attacker was Perrin Barca, only surviving brother of Manon Barca.” 
 
    Sascha shook his head slowly. “No. I mean that he is no longer Perrin Barca. He is someone else. It remains to be seen if something of Perrin survives.”  
 
    The frown deepened. “I’m not sure I comprehend, Arch-Commander. You seem to be suggesting that an unknown person has assumed control of Perrin Barca’s body.” 
 
    “And mind.” Sascha held the librarian’s gaze. “Occupied both as I might occupy a city with my army.” 
 
    A long moment of silence. 
 
    “You have taken the sister’s word for this? You have no other proof?” 
 
    “I trust that a sister knows when her brother is not her brother any longer.” 
 
    Sascha could see the librarian’s mind at work, could see the rebuttal forming—and could not let that happen. 
 
    “Sir, please,” Sascha said, getting to his feet. “I know the words I am saying seem to be impossible. I know you are a man of learning. I know your understanding of the world is built on fact and evidence and years of study—and the work of countless brilliant minds who came before you. But I also know that Eska de Caraval, who shares your love of logic and evidence, believes there are things in this world the minds of men and women cannot explain.”  
 
    Diomede pushed himself up from his chair. He seemed unsteady, older, than he had been. With one hand on the back of the chair, he pivoted to face the window, then took three hesitant steps until he reached the panes of glass. 
 
    Sascha waited. 
 
    “Describe the brand.” The librarian’s voice was hardly more than a whisper. 
 
    “Perfectly circular,” Sascha said. “The char even but for several small disruptions, markings. A pattern of lines and dots.” He watched Diomede’s head sink, saw how the old man sagged. 
 
    When Diomede turned to face Sascha once more, his steps were sure again, his posture straight. And yet Sascha could see the strain in his eyes, could see that pride alone bore him upright. 
 
    “You say I am a man of logic, Arch-Commander, of facts. You are correct. And the facts are these.” The librarian took a deep breath. “When the Alescuan kings and queens made their first incursions into territory they wished to conquer, they followed a certain pattern, nearly without fail. It was designed to strike fear into the hearts of the people they would soon slaughter, yes, but it was also a game. They were above everyone, you see, saw themselves as without equal. And they played with their victims, like a cat does a mouse. Because they could.” 
 
    “The pattern, sir.” 
 
    Diomede’s voice was very quiet. “Poison the water source. Set strange fires in the night.” A shaky breath. “And then murder. The manner of death varied. Always it was violent. And always the bodies were marked with brands. Perfectly circular brands.” 
 
    Sascha wet his lips, suddenly thirsty. “Everyone knows they wanted to be immortal.” The voice that said those words seemed not to be his own.  
 
    “I won’t speculate, Arch-Commander.” Diomede’s face grew harsh. “I don’t know what made the brands. I don’t know why they were made. The last Alescuan tyrant died three hundred years ago.” 
 
    Sascha knew better than to upset the man further. “As you say, sir.” And yet, when he stood outside the Master Librarian’s door, now in the full light of the morning sun, one thought reigned in Sascha’s mind: an Alescu walked the world once more. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time Sascha reached the Varadome, desperate for a meal and a bed, a second thought had worked its way into the maelstrom swirling in his mind. 
 
    It could be an imitator. This was, in fact, likely a more realistic scenario. An opportunist with talent and a penchant for chaos. A disturbing amount of talent, if Sascha was honest. In the centuries since the death of Varin II, the Alescus had inspired more than a few who were in awe of their power. It was certainly easier to consider that such was the case once again—easier than the notion that a dead man was on the verge of unleashing a reign of terror. 
 
    And yet…. 
 
    There was the matter of Perrin Barca to consider. Fitting him into the equation was an exercise in futility. 
 
    In the end, Sascha was deprived of the time to consider Perrin Barca, food, or sleep any further.  
 
    He was steps from his bed—just one corner, one more hallway to traverse and then Sascha could sink into the quarters reserved for him at the Varadome—but the voice calling from behind him brought him up short. 
 
    “De Minos.” 
 
    Not a command. But not a voice he could ignore. Sascha cursed inwardly—though he was so exhausted his mind could not even string together appropriately foul words—and turned. 
 
    “Valinzuela.” 
 
    The man at the opposite end of the hall, a blue velvet runner stretching between them, stood with his arms behind his back, feet planted, an unpleasant smile bristling with contempt from behind his dark beard. A silver griffin—not the tri-horned sort of the Alescus—gleamed on his lapel.  
 
    Sascha tried—he really did try—to evade the coming confrontation. At least until he could face it without yawning. “I’ve just returned from two days of traveling a distance meant for four. You will excuse me—” 
 
    “I will not. 
 
    Sascha yawned—there it was—the extended sort of yawn that could be very poorly interpreted. It was. 
 
    “You will not insult me the way you have insulted my men.” The chin beneath the beard jutted out, and Valinzuela took one step forward. 
 
    Sascha steeled his voice. “The matter does not need to be settled in this very moment, Valinzuela.” 
 
    “The matter will be settled when I have visited the same hurt to your jaw as you have done to Erequoix.” The commander of the archduke’s Griffins started down the hall once more, his fists raised. 
 
    Sascha rolled his eyes. “Are you a child, Valinzuela?” He had a moment to process two things: first, that the shoulders of the commander’s uniform would not permit the range of motion that could make his fists deadly—helpful—and second, well, the second was that Sascha was too tired to think of an alternative to the brawl that seemed to be headed his way—less helpful. 
 
    “Gentlemen.” 
 
    Valinzuela pulled up short, his fierce gaze fixing somewhere behind Sascha. 
 
    “Ah, Alexandre. I had heard a rumored sighting of you somewhere within these walls.” Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux, Archduke of Arconia, stepped into Sascha’s peripheral vision. “I am delighted to learn it is true.” 
 
    Sascha turned to face the archduke full on and inclined his head. “Commendatore. I am just arrived.” 
 
    “And Hadrien, how kind of you to offer your welcome to our arch-commander.”  
 
    Hadrien Valinzuela scowled, his face darkening. 
 
    “You will both attend me. Now.” The voice remained light, the face creased in a gentle, pleasant smile. The change—the command—was in the archduke’s eyes.  
 
    Sascha kept his sigh internal, but Valinzuela made no effort to smooth over his disgruntled features. Indeed, as they followed on the archduke’s heels as he led them not back toward the wing where he conducted business, but deeper into the warren of offices and apartments, Valinzuela made a point of walking just a step ahead of Sascha, closer to the man they both served. Sascha, not one to indulge in petty games, made a point of not noticing. 
 
    The archduke came to a halt at the entrance to a deserted game hall and indicated for Sascha and Valinzuela to precede him. A low net had been strung between the walls, and chalk lines indicated the boundaries of play. A pair of racquets leaned against the far wall. 
 
    The archduke was smiling. 
 
    “It seems the two of you are at odds again.” Arcturos gestured to the racquets. “Go on, let this decide the argument, since you insist on squabbling like children.” Valinzuela, to Sascha’s great amusement and equal consternation, was already moving toward the racquets, his shoulders hunched in anger. “After all, I can’t have two of the most senior men in my government prove to be unable to resolve their differences.”  
 
    Sascha glanced at his intended opponent. Valinzuela was examining the strings of the racquets—as though one might give an advantage over the other. Ridiculous. 
 
    “I forfeit,” he said. It was a risk, but one he was willing to bet the archduke might appreciate. The expression that met his gaze, however, gave no indication this might be the case. He would make Sascha wait—after all, Sascha had learned that particular skill from the best. 
 
    Valinzuela threw the racquet to the ground. “Then you admit your conduct against Erequoix was egregious and beyond the scope of your command.” 
 
    He said egregious with two hard Gs. Sascha very dearly wanted to laugh. 
 
    “I do not.” Sascha returned his attention to the archduke, ignoring Valinzuela’s suddenly bared teeth. “I merely choose not to play this particular game.” 
 
    The archduke had never stopped smiling that pleasant smile, leaving little room for interpretation of his thoughts.  
 
    “I will accept the forfeiture,” Arcturos said. “Though it does come with a penalty, Alexandre,” he added with a sympathetic shrug. 
 
    To be discovered later, of course. So be it. 
 
    The archduke dropped his smile. “I will be expecting you both in the Hall of Mirrors this afternoon. You will be notified as to the exact time.” His gaze slid to Sascha. “You had better rest, Alexandre.” 
 
    Not a threat, but then, not exactly unthreatening. Sascha understood that he had to be at his best, that some sort of reckoning was coming that afternoon, that this was about more than a disagreement between the arch-commander of Arconia and the leader of the Griffins. What exactly it was about, Sascha could not have said—but at least Valinzuela’s face made it clear he was equally ignorant. 
 
    And then the archduke was gone, leaving Sascha to wonder if the fists were about to reemerge. Valinzuela’s glowering face certainly suggested they might. 
 
    Perhaps it was the exhaustion speaking. Or perhaps not, Sascha really was too tired to know. Regardless, he apparently decided it was a good idea to smile at the commander of the Griffins and pour every ounce of contempt he possessed into his voice.  
 
    “Tell your man Erequoix that I’d be happy to make his face more symmetrical, if he’d like.” 
 
    Sascha turned and strode away, though he fancied he could hear Valinzuela choking on his rage. Better not to look. That would ruin everything. Besides, Sascha was too busy yawning.

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    “It should never have been mine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, did you say banned?” 
 
    Eska drew back from the bronze-banded doors of the Rhoxanos chapter of Anderra’s Supreme Guild of Scholars and Scribes.  
 
    “I did.” 
 
    The man standing across the threshold from Eska smirked openly as he said this. Eska wondered if she ought to point out that the white stole gracing his shoulders—the uniform of Guild members above a certain rank—was stained with a smudge of something that might have been chocolate. It wouldn’t help matters, of course, but it might be satisfying. 
 
    Eska took a deep breath. “May I ask why?”  
 
    The man sniffed and proceeded to lean his torso and head back at a ridiculous angle so he might attempt to look down on Eska. “The Guild is not open to women.” 
 
    “And yet I was granted entrance four years ago.” 
 
    “A courtesy to your father and his position.” 
 
    She could have said a great many things, most of which would have been poorly received, to say the least. Instead, she tried to harness the scholar’s twisted logic. “And my father is still my father, and his position is still his.” 
 
    This earned a dismissive one-shouldered shrug. “That may be, but there is also the matter of the circumstances of your last visit.” 
 
    Eska adopted a frown, though she was fairly certain she knew what was coming next. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    The scholar’s smirk vanished, replaced by the genuine loathing Eska had suspected lurked underneath. She had witnessed it—been subjected to it—on her previous visit. Though she had found a few friendly faces within the Guild, Anderra’s customs still ran deep within both its halls and its members, customs that did not allow women in such spaces. 
 
    The man took half a step toward her. “You publicly debated the head of our revered council,” he hissed, “and questioned the founding premises of his theories on the Myonian civilization.” 
 
    “Is debate and honest discussion not a hallmark of scholarship, sir?” Eska asked, making sure to maintain a sweet smile despite the scorn roiling in her gut. “Should peers not challenge each other? It is how we all rise to greater understanding.” 
 
    “Peer?” The word came out in a strange sort of gasp as the man reared back as though Eska were a scorpion preparing to sting. “Master Arotza has no peer.” 
 
    The scorn won. 
 
    “Then I pity you all,” Eska said, dropping all pretense of pleasantry. She didn’t give the outraged scholar a chance to respond. Turning on her heel, she strode away from the Guild’s doors and across the empty plaza. 
 
    As it happened, the contents of her satchel would likely have gained her entry, regardless of her previous transgressions and trumping even Anderra’s cultural traditions. But Eska was no longer inclined to share those contents with the Masters of the Supreme Guild. 
 
    Her steps took her through narrow streets sloping gently toward the harbor until she reached a pretty set of small gardens she had passed on her way to visit the Guild. Pausing amid the pink and white flowers, Eska bent over to smell the blossoms and rolled her shoulders, which did precisely nothing to dispel the frustration knotted there.  
 
    She took a seat on a stone bench, determined not to leave and return to the royal residence until she had mastered the desire to write a treatise detailing all the ways in which women—yes, women!—had influenced the course of Anderran history, women who were conveniently forgotten by their own people. Write, and then produce enough copies to paper the streets of Rhoxanos, of course. 
 
    “That’s actually a very tempting notion,” Eska murmured to the flowers, a laugh forming on her lips. “Though it’s not likely to please our dear prince.” 
 
    Not that Eska was in a mood to please Frantzisko. The prince of Anderra was delaying their departure, most certainly to punish Eska for her impudent belief that she had a place in a conversation among men. The contracts to employ two of his men had been written up within a day of that conversation, and the prince had even had his experts examine them. He merely needed to instruct the two men in question to sign them, an instruction he had failed to give for four days, claiming too many demands on his time. 
 
    Eska’s uncle was either unbothered by the delay or was determined to show patience when Eska could not, which was, in her opinion, childish and just the sort of unnecessary behavior to further deepen the wedge between them. But then, Eska could not adequately convey her wish to continue their journey to Sandalese with some haste, not unless she wanted to explain a great many things to her uncle and convince him that an artifact of world-altering power lay hidden there. 
 
    Once, she would have divulged all without hesitation. They were partners after all, and he was her uncle, the man who had introduced her to her life’s work. But to speak of the discs, to reveal the truth of the godforged to Valentin, would mean sharing what she knew of the archduke’s desire for both the discs and an army of Carriers. And Eska did not know if the long history between the archduke and Firenzia Company, the patronage and support, would influence her uncle’s ability to examine those facts with a fair mind. 
 
    Eska sighed and watched a beetle clamber up a stem of a flower and emerge onto the soft pink petals. The delay in leaving Rhoxanos had given her the opportunity to achieve one of her other aims—that is, pay a visit to the Supreme Guild of Scholars and Scribes with a certain item in her satchel, an item that would be of great interest to them—but it seemed she was fated to be thwarted at all turns. 
 
    The sound of someone deliberately clearing his throat brought Eska out of her reverie and to her feet. She turned to see a man, another member of the Guild, watching her from a slight distance. He, too, wore a white stole over his shoulders, though it had the added distinction of pale blue trim. A higher rank, Eska knew, though not the highest.  
 
    “Lady de Caraval,” he said by way of greeting. His voice was light, his Bellaran precise, his figure slim. He was of indeterminate age, his hair showing a hint of grey though his face was yet smooth.  
 
    “You have the advantage, sir. I do not know your name.” Eska’s tone was polite—just. She had no desire to engage with the Guild further. 
 
    “I am Laurentzi Urzoa,” he said, bowing slightly, but offering no further indication of his rank or status in the Guild. “You seem to have a habit of causing quite a stir at the Guild.” 
 
    “I will not refute that.” 
 
    A slight smile curved Urzoa’s lips. He gestured to the bench opposite Eska. “May I?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I have no further time for men who will not accept a woman as a peer.” 
 
    “If I were one of those, Lady de Caraval, would I have followed you here? I think it more likely I would mutter something about good riddance and be glad to see the back of you.” 
 
    A valid point.  
 
    “What do you want, then?” She did not suggest he sit. “I am expected back at the royal residence.”  
 
    Laurentzi Urzoa sat anyway. After a moment, Eska followed suit. 
 
    “I was there when you challenged Arotza,” Urzoa said, his voice smooth. His face did not reveal what his opinion of the incident might be. “It was,” he hesitated, to allow himself another small smile, Eska understood, not because he needed to consider his words. “It was magnificent.” 
 
    This was pleasing, of course, but Eska was not ready to unfurl her irritation. 
 
    “I merely engaged in necessary discourse. Anyone who has studied a bit about the Myonians could have done it.” 
 
    “That may be, but Master Arotza is not often challenged. We are,” another hesitation, this one not like the last, “strong in our traditions. And I find my fellows have, even in just the twenty years since my induction, become somewhat reluctant to step beyond the bounds of what they know. The Guild is stagnant.” The scholar’s face showed a hint of unease. “There are those within the walls, in both this chapter and in chapters across Anderra, who would have me removed if they knew of this conversation.” 
 
    “You have my sympathy, Master Urzoa,” Eska said, “but I have not sought out these admissions from you. You have offered them freely.” 
 
    Urzoa gave a gesture of acceptance, his palms opening to the sky as he nodded. “As you say.” 
 
    “What do you wish of me, Master Urzoa?” Eska asked, still wary. 
 
    The scholar returned his hands to his lap and smiled. “It’s a selfish errand,” he began, his voice soft. “I wish to plead for your good opinion. While you are aware of and have been subjected to the most conservative elements of our Guild, there is a faction, not large, but strong, that seeks to make change within our ranks and our ways.” 
 
    “Am I to congratulate you?” It was, perhaps, an unkind thing to say. Urzoa took it well enough. 
 
    “Not at all. You are of Bellara. You have the support of the great Lordican. The changes we seek will seem insignificant to you, though I would argue, if we were arguing, that incremental change can spark a revolution. But I am proud of what we are working toward, and I hope the Guild I leave behind to be one worthy of respect on all sides of the Anerrean Sea.” 
 
    “An admirable purpose, Master Urzoa.” Eska’s attention drifted to the item in her satchel. Perhaps her purpose could be restored. 
 
    “And now I come to the crux of my reasons for following you.” The scholar clasped one hand in the other in his lap, the first sign of nerves. “There will be a gathering of certain Guild members this night, at my home. The guests are all like-minded.” Another small smile, this one inviting Eska to share a secret. Then Urzoa’s face grew even once more, and there was a new formality in his voice when he spoke again. “We would be honored if you would be our guest.” 
 
    Even if it went awry, surely it could be no worse than another evening with Prince Frantzisko. 
 
    “Will I be allowed to speak freely, sir?” 
 
    Urzoa bowed over his lap. “I assure you, Lady de Caraval, my friends and I desire nothing less.” 
 
    “Then I would be delighted, Master Urzoa.” Eska stood. Urzoa mirrored her. “I will make my excuses to the prince.” 
 
    The scholar bowed again. “I will send a litter to collect you.” 
 
    “Oh, no, Master Urzoa, I have had my fill of litters. I would much prefer to walk.” 
 
    Urzoa smiled. “Then I will send a servant to guide you.” 
 
    Eska nodded her thanks and made to exit the gardens when an urgent thought brought her to a halt. 
 
    “Master Urzoa,” she said, turning back. “I know Anderran tradition often restricts the consumption of wine or spirits when a gathering extends beyond family members. Please tell me that won’t be the case this evening.” 
 
     The scholar laughed, delicately, but with enthusiasm. “You need not fear on that account, my lady.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “And I said, no, that’s the artemius principle!” 
 
    The lantern-studded courtyard erupted with laughter around Eska as the cluster of inebriated—this was the key, really—scholars congratulated each other on the outrageous (truly atrocious) joke that had just been told. Eska smiled, taking delight in watching the Guild members relax the standards of propriety they were so accustomed to upholding. 
 
    Despite Master Urzoa’s happy belief that the gathering was of like minds who would not balk at a woman’s presence, the garden had grown quiet upon her entrance. Gentlemanly shyness, Urzoa had whispered to her as a means of reassurance. Many of the scholars present were confirmed bachelors, it seemed, dedicated to their work, while those who had sought marriage were not often social with women who were not their wives. 
 
    But the quiet had evaporated not long after the first glasses of wine were emptied—strange how that happens sometimes—and Eska had soon found herself fielding questions from the curious scholars. Most asked about the Seven Cities, thirsty for information on a culture and a history they had only read about, but two were familiar with some of Eska’s work, in particular her writings on the customs of the ancient tribes of the Vienisi plateau. At length, the academic subjects gave way to less erudite conversation—and the very bad jokes. 
 
    “I hope you find their company pleasing, my lady.” Master Urzoa appeared at Eska’s elbow. “I will apologize in advance for anything untowardly ribald.” 
 
    Eska laughed. “My dear Master Urzoa, your friends are delightful. But they are also very tame.” The scholar flushed a little. “I’m afraid they would be severely outmatched at most Bellaran gatherings with this much wine on hand.” The flush began to slide into a worried frown, and Eska hastily continued. “I mean only that I am not easily offended and have witnessed a great many things.” She patted the scholar’s arm. 
 
    Master Urzoa laughed, plainly relieved. “And the wine? Acceptable?” 
 
    “You have excellent taste, sir,” Eska said. She clinked the scholar’s glass with her own and took a sip. “Tell me, what is the traditional Anderran method of gaining the attention of a less than sober crowd?” 
 
    And so it was that Eska found herself standing on the edge of a fountain, glass raised overhead, surrounded by scholarly men, as she conducted an off-key rendition of an old Anderran folk song to which she knew neither the words nor the tune. 
 
    But when the melody swelled to its final conclusion and the voices faded away, Eska was left with a rapt, silent audience beneath the stars. 
 
    “Gentlemen, esteemed members of the Supreme Guild of Scholars and Scribes, and, I hope, from this night onward, my friends,” Eska began, using the Anderran word for friends. She had not brushed up on her useful Anderran phrases prior to crossing the sea—there had been no time—but this word, at least, she could employ to some effect. 
 
    This was met with polite cheering and hearty applause. 
 
    “I consider myself fortunate to be among your company this night. As many of you are aware, my time here in Anderra is but a preamble to a longer journey to the interior of Sandalese. And while your prince vexes me with his delays,” Eska smiled, “it occurs to me that perhaps I owe him thanks. Reluctantly given, I assure you,” here the assembled scholars laughed their appreciation, “and yet were he not set on irritating me, I would not be here tonight.” Eska glanced from face to face, her own growing more serious. “I would not have the privilege of knowing the resistance that exists in Anderran society. I would not know the minds and faces of the men who recognize that the traditions of their elders, while they are to be respected, are not meant to dictate the lives of people generations removed from their origin.” 
 
    A few voices murmured their agreement. Eska caught sight of Master Urzoa at the back of the crowd. He wasn’t watching her—instead, his gaze roamed among his compatriots, and what he saw there suffused his face with pride. 
 
    “May I tell you a secret, gentlemen?” Eska went on. “This will be shocking to you.” She dropped her voice to a false whisper. “I am not known for my patience.” 
 
    Laughter, again. Eska grinned. 
 
    “Oh, to be sure, when I have an interesting text in front of me, or an artifact fresh from the ground, I have all the patience in the world, and my attention is undivided. But away from my work, I have been known to ruffle feathers. In other words, I would not have the forbearance to wage this silent, slow war in which you are embroiled. Despite that, or perhaps because of it, you have my respect and admiration. Master Urzoa has told me a little of the cracks you have established, cracks that will spread and open the minds of your people, and of your hopes for the future. And you have my support.” 
 
    The scholars cheered, and a few called for more wine, but Eska held up a hand to quiet them. Her stomach pulsed with her heartbeat at the thought of what came next. 
 
    “I think there comes a time in every academic’s life and career when she or he questions the purpose of the work, indeed, even his or her own purpose. By some of your faces, I can tell you there are those in this room who feel the truth of that statement. If you do not, consider yourself lucky, though I think your time will come. Let that not be the dire warning it sounds. Let it instead be a reminder that change within the self, much like the change you seek to enact in Anderra, is vital. And while we all love our work, sometimes I think we love it too fiercely, and this blinds us to what lies beyond the books and the objects that speak to us from history.”  
 
    She hadn’t planned this speech. Hadn’t thought to imbue this moment with self-reflection—indeed, these words drifting on the night air in a courtyard in Anderra were not even words she had voiced within herself, not when the first glimmering, nebulous notion of this moment had manifested within her mind, not when she lay awake at night on the Argonex as the ship rose and fell with the rhythms of the sea. And yet every word seemed to chime with certainty, like a bell tolling truth. 
 
    “Since my uncle founded Firenzia Company thirty years ago, it has contributed more to the study of the history and peoples of Bellara and many lands beyond than any other entity. I do not say this to boast. I state it as fact. And I am proud of those contributions. Our excavations have allowed for the development of knowledge scholars a generation ago could only speculate over. Through our resources, which are extensive, and through a combination of good fortune and perseverance, Firenzia has thrived and will continue to do so. And as a result, we will continue to influence and drive academic progress.” Eska took a breath. Her gaze fell on Master Urzoa once more. The scholar’s face had gone quiet, but Eska thought she saw him give her the slightest nod—of encouragement, understanding, and something Eska could not quite grasp.  
 
    “And yet recently I have come to look beyond that work, or perhaps I am looking directly at it still, only from a different perspective, I am not sure which.” In Eska’s mind, she was in Toridium once more, in the Hall of the Lions, and a woman name Parisia was kneeling before the empty throne of the vismarch of that city—as she had for three decades of her life. “The Seven Cities are home to a great many treasures. Some within private homes and collections, some displayed in the halls of rulers and powerful families. My own home is one of these. My company is responsible for the growth of many of these collections. And I am sure many prominent Anderrans, perhaps some of you, and certainly your prince most of all, possess things that were born under different skies. But the habit of giving new homes to things from far off places is not a new one. The wealthy have been trading in these things for centuries, following the ebb and flow of empires and commerce and war.” 
 
    Eska signaled to the servant waiting in the darkness at the side of the courtyard. He rushed forward, her satchel in hand. The worn leather was at odds with her blue gown, but the familiar weight—and that broken clasp she really needed to have fixed—brought a sense of calm to her mind. Taking her eyes from the gathered scholars for the first time, Eska opened a small compartment and reached inside.  
 
    Her hand found the item easily, and she withdrew it and held it aloft. 
 
    The scholars shuffled closer as one, each man trying to get a better glimpse. 
 
    “Does anyone know what this is?” Eska asked. 
 
    Urzoa knew. She could see it in his smile. But he made no move to speak. 
 
    “It is a band of Inxike.” 
 
    The voice—quiet and with more than a little reverence—belonged to one of the oldest scholars present. He stepped through the crowd, which parted to allow him to approach where Eska perched on the rim of the fountain. One hand strayed to his long grey beard as he stared at the wide band of gold Eska held between thumb and finger. 
 
    “It is,” Eska said.  
 
    “I have studied them all my life,” the man said, his voice hardly more than a whisper now. “I was fascinated with them as a boy, not least because none have been seen within the borders of Anderra in more than one hundred years.” His gaze drifted from the gold bracelet to Eska’s face, and she saw that his eyes shone with tears. “We know them only from scrolls and drawings.” 
 
    Eska smiled and stepped down from the fountain. She held out the ancient Anderran artifact. “Take it,” she whispered. “It should never have been mine.” 
 
    The old scholar hesitated. Eska took his hand with her free one and, her eyes fixed on his, pressed the bracelet into his palm. 
 
    For a moment, there was only the old man’s joy, and Eska felt her own eyes grow hot with tears as she watched him stare in wonder, his thumb caressing the intricate forms carved in the gold. But then she took a breath and addressed the scholars once more. 
 
    “Friends. My uncle gave me this band of Inxike when I was a girl. He had no knowledge of its name or origin or meaning. He bought it from a collector in Sarento and thought it pretty. When I was older, I researched it at the Lordican and came to understand that I had been given a holy relic that was priceless to the earliest ancestors of Anderra. And I had been given it to wear as a trinket.” Eska raised her voice. “Who am I to possess such a thing? What gave my uncle the right to determine its value? How many beautiful things have been ripped from their homes that gave them meaning, from the cultures that cherish them, taken by the powerful from those they deem inferior and weak, all for the sake of displaying behind glass for others to admire and covet?” 
 
    It was a question without answer. The courtyard was quiet but for the song of a lone cricket. 
 
    And then Master Urzoa spoke.  
 
    “Lady de Caraval, you do us a great kindness.” 
 
    “This is not kindness, Master Urzoa,” Eska said, shaking her head. “I merely seek to right a wrong.” 
 
    “And yet countless others would not have found the courage to stand before us and do what you have done. Countless others would not have seen the wrong you strive to right. I consider myself fair-minded, but I do not know what I would have done in your stead. You have taught us an important lesson.” 
 
    Other scholars joined in, murmuring praise and thanks. Eska bowed her head in acceptance, though she felt an awkward clumsiness, and sought out wine to refill her glass. As the members of the Guild passed the band of Inxike among themselves, their conversation swelled around her, and she took the opportunity to slip from the crowd. 
 
    There, on the edge of the light, Urzoa found her. Eska wrapped her arms about herself, suddenly aware of the night’s chill.  
 
    “You have made them very happy,” Urzoa said. “Particularly Master Elazar.” 
 
    She had, she could see that, and she felt her own relief—at their happiness and at having the thing done—as a lightness in her chest. And yet, there was something else there, something shadowing over the scene before her. The godforged, she supposed. She was nearly sure she had begun to dream in bronze. “I am glad the Guild refused me entry today,” she said. “If they had not, your Master Arotza would have been the one to receive the band. Not that,” she added hastily, “I expect you to keep this a secret from him.” 
 
    Master Urzoa smiled. “In that you are correct. And while Master Arotza might not appreciate dissenting opinions, he does appreciate and take pride in Anderran history. He will be very pleased that the Guild has recovered one of these priceless relics. We have long supposed them all to be destroyed, or at least flung so far from Anderra so as to be forever out of our reach.” 
 
    “What will you tell him?” 
 
    “How it came into our possession?” 
 
    Eska nodded.  
 
    Urzoa sighed, a graceful thing that seemed to slide off his slender shoulders. “I am tempted to tell him the truth,” he said, a hint of a grin cracking the smooth composure he wore so well. “There would be a tirade, of course, and then silent indignation, but eventually he would be too pleased by the notion that he would be the one to present the band to Prince Frantzisko.” 
 
    “And thereby guaranteeing his place in the history of your Guild for years to come.” It was something of a condemnation, of course, and Urzoa would hear it as such, but Eska said it with a smile. “And what will be your place in that history, Master Urzoa? What will young scholars learn of you long after you and I are both dust?” 
 
    To Eska’s surprise, the question seemed to fluster the scholar. His cheeks flushed slightly, and he looked away, on pretense of gesturing for a servant to bring more wine, but there was no mistaking the fear lurking behind his eyes when he returned his attention to Eska.  
 
    “Have I made you uncomfortable, Master Urzoa? If so, I beg your pardon. I am a poor guest, I fear.” 
 
    Whatever ease of conversation the Master had previously displayed, he now seemed entirely without words—indeed, without the poise Eska had begun to consider to be his chief characteristic.  
 
    A more considerate guest might have changed the subject, made a joke, accidentally spilled some wine to spare the poor man whatever consternation she had caused—Eska did think of this—but there were three Arconian governesses who would claim that Eska had never let anyone off the hook, ever. 
 
    At last Master Urzoa seemed to recover his wits, at least in part. He straightened the cuffs of his elegant robe—already straight—and cleared his throat. “Lady de Caraval, will you follow me, please?” 
 
    Decidedly unexpected. For a moment Eska wondered if the man was about to profess his attraction—he was certainly nervous enough for that—but this was, frankly, absurd. 
 
    And in the end, Master Urzoa confessed something altogether more outrageous—scandalous, one might even say. 
 
     Laurentzi Urzoa led Eska from the courtyard through a small, tidy study, down a short hall lined with family portraits done in the late Rizolli style Anderra had adopted with unbridled enthusiasm a generation before, and into a larger library. 
 
    He stopped beneath a family crest painted on a whitewashed wall, his face framed by a pair of winged lions, and pointed Eska toward the nearest bookshelf, apparently unwilling or unable to go any farther himself. 
 
    “The one with the red stripe down the spine,” he said, pointing. Eska took the heavy leather-bound book from the shelf and held it before her as she faced Urzoa and awaited further instruction. 
 
    “Just inside the front cover,” Urzoa said. His breath had quickened, Eska saw, and there was a paleness to his cheeks that was decidedly unnatural. 
 
    She made no move to open the tome. “Sir, are you unwell? Perhaps you had better sit down. I fear you may fall faint.” 
 
    Urzoa shook his head, lips pressed tightly together. “That is unnecessary. Please.” He gestured again. 
 
    Frowning, Eska turned her attention to the book and opened it. A family tree dating back some four hundred years snaked its way across the page. The great ancestor of Urzoa was, it seemed, a man named Santutxo. A tiny banner had been drawn next to his name, likely to indicate the grant of lands and a title of some form—or at least the right to adopt a family crest. 
 
    “The next page,” Urzoa said, still pale, still rigid as a statue. “Bottom left.” 
 
    Eska turned the page. “Ah,” she said, “I have found you.” She smiled, hoping to put the man at ease. 
 
    “Indeed.” The smile returned, but there was nothing easy about it. “Now, do you see that slim volume, up there?” He pointed to the top shelf. “The dark blue leather.” Urzoa swallowed. “That will be of some interest.” 
 
    Part of Eska was utterly delighted—after all, clearly some great secret was at work here—but she could not help but wonder if she ought to do as the man said or if she ought to make some excuse. The delight won. 
 
    Stretching up on her toes, Eska could just reach the indicated book. She pulled it down and, much like the other, held it before her. 
 
    “There is a paper folded somewhere between the pages,” Urzoa said, his distress lending strain to his voice. 
 
    And there was. Eska found it quickly and plucked the parchment free. Her gaze never leaving Urzoa’s face, she set the blue book down and held out the parchment. 
 
    “Open it.”  
 
    “Master Urzoa,” Eska said. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Eska gave a nod, then unfolded the paper.  
 
    It was a formal document, bearing the royal seal and several scrawled signatures. And it was entirely in Anderran, of course. 
 
    This was not lost on Master Urzoa, despite his altered state. 
 
    “It is a document of birth. You will see, perhaps about two-thirds of the way down the page, there is a place where a different hand has filled in a name.” 
 
    “I see it,” Eska said. The ink was more brown than black, and the letters did not match the elegant script of the scribe who had penned the document. 
 
    Master Urzoa hesitated, and Eska had the distinct impression she was meant to have experienced an epiphany. 
 
    And then, “Oh.” That was all, a single exhaled breath in the shape of a word of surprise.  
 
    Eska looked up, saw the scholar’s face twist with anxiety and relief. She felt her own heart pound in her chest. 
 
    “Laurentzia,” Eska said. “You are Laurentzia, not Laurentzi.” 
 
    Master Urzoa—Master Laurentzia Urzoa—sagged against the wall that bore her family’s crest. She closed her eyes and nodded—more to herself, Eska thought. 
 
    Eska folded the parchment and returned it to the book. By the time she had replaced the book on the shelf, the scholar had moved to a chair. Though she seemed reluctant to look Eska in the eye, she gestured for Eska to sit opposite her, just as they had sat in the garden that afternoon. It suddenly felt like a very long time ago. 
 
    She waited for the woman to speak. Waiting went against her nature, but even Eska understood when a story must be released without the incursion of questions. 
 
    “As you are surely aware,” the woman began, “children in Anderra are kept within the walls of the home for the first three years of life. My father died when I was but two years of age.” Each word seemed to calm her nerves, and her tone began to take on the feel of a lecturer giving a lesson to students. “My mother made a decision for me four days after my father’s death. A decision that would alter the course of my life. We had no other family in the house, and my aunts and uncles and other relatives, few as they are, had not visited Rhoxanos since my birth. The servants my mother did not trust were sent away. Those who had been loyal to her for many years remained. And from that day on, I was brought up as a boy.” 
 
    “A courageous choice.” 
 
    Urzoa nodded. “Yes. I do not deny this. My mother wanted to give me the chance at a life beyond the traditions of womanhood in this country. I was her only child. One of my earliest memories of her was discovering that she was trying to teach herself mathematic principles in secret. She had dreams, I began to understand, though little real hope of realizing them.” There was something left unsaid. 
 
    Eska ventured to guess at it. “But it was never your choice.” 
 
    Laurentzia Urzoa was quiet for a long moment, her face as still as a pond untroubled by the breeze, but the silence spoke of internal debate, one held over many years. 
 
    “I would not change it. I do not wish you to think that of me. My mother’s choice set me on the path to indulge my every curiosity, which eventually turned me to the doors of the Guild. And I was welcomed through those doors because I was Laurentzi. But,” and here Laurentzia’s gaze sharpened as she looked at Eska, “it has also meant years of secrets. Of hiding. Of keeping the world at bay lest anyone get too close.” The scholar’s face twisted with bitterness. “Anderra does not have a history of looking kindly on women who have dared to subvert the ideals men have constructed for us. It would not go well for me if I were discovered.” 
 
    Eska nodded. She knew the story of Otsana of Ferzanos. For the crime of running her husband’s business after his death—and far more successfully than dear departed Matzinus had ever managed—she was beaten and exiled to a remote retreat for women who sought a holy existence. Eska, just twelve years old at the time, had been horrified when the news spread to Arconia—the horror quickly subsumed by shame as Eska understood for the first time that the freedom she had known all her life was denied in so many places beyond Bellara’s borders. Shame and a strange debt of gratitude to the Alescuan dynasty. For it was the queens among them who had instilled—forcefully, and with tremendous cruelty—the notion that women were the equals of men. Amid the terror and the bloodshed and the fear, this was the single stroke of good in their legacy. 
 
    “Why tell me?” Eska asked. “Why take that risk?” 
 
    Laurentzia smiled. “Because I have seen you take two risks within the span of mere hours. If this is a mark of how you live your life, if even half of what I have heard of you is true, then I wanted to know what that felt like, if only for a moment.” The smile faded. “Everything I do is safe. Every choice I make is calculated to preserve my secret. It is exhausting. It is a life I would not wish on another. Imagine, then,” she said, her voice going soft, “my joy at seeing you embrace the freedoms you were born into and making the most of them. If you will pardon a bit of melodrama, imagine standing close enough to the brightest star in the sky and indulging, for just a moment, the foolish notion that some of that star’s radiance could be yours.” 
 
    “Come to Arconia.” The outburst surprised even Eska, though the vigor behind her words was perhaps a means of combating the knot in her throat. “Leave these chains behind. You would be welcome in the Lordican. Laurentzia would be welcome, not just Laurentzi.” 
 
    For a moment, the glimmer of longing was there in Master Urzoa’s eyes. The silence teetered between them. And then, resignation darkened the woman’s gaze. 
 
    “What would become of my friends?” Laurentzia tried to laugh, but the attempt was unconvincing and they both knew it. She took a deep breath. “They may not know my secret, and perhaps there is one or two who, out of fear, would turn on me if they were to discover it. But they need me. They are good men, dedicated to change. You are generous and kind, Lady de Caraval, but if I am to have any legacy at all, let it be that I have done some good for my country. And I cannot do that from across the sea.” 
 
    “Even if no one knows the architect of this change is a woman?” 
 
    Master Urzoa nodded. There was no false bravery in that nod, no stoic sense of sacrifice. But there was resolve. “Even so,” she said.  
 
    Eska returned the nod. “I should like to correspond with you, if this is acceptable.” 
 
    Laurentzia smiled again, this one full and genuine. “I would be delighted. After all, how else will I hear about the other artifacts you intend to see returned to their homes?” 
 
    “You know of my intentions?” 
 
    The scholar shrugged. “You have confirmed my suspicion just now, but your words in the courtyard tonight were not the words of someone acting on a fleeting whim. They were words from your core, even if you yourself were unaware of their existence.” 
 
    Master Urzoa, it seemed, had inferred a great deal more from Eska’s speech than she had thought possible. 
 
    “It is true, I have a number of things I hope to restore to the lands in which they were created—lands between here and Sandalese.” 
 
    Master Urzoa nodded. “It is a noble effort. But not all will be as easy, I think, as your band of Inxike. You know this, I hope.” 
 
    Eska frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Laurentzia spread her hands in her lap. “Only that there may be some who will resent you for your actions. They will think you see yourself as their foreign benefactor, admiring your own benevolence, especially if they are less prosperous than your Seven Cities. It will be a strange mirror image of the very forces that separated them from the item in the first place. Your people, or someone very like you, had the power to take, and now you will show them that you have the power to return. To you, there is a crucial difference between the two. But to them, it will be a display of power.” 
 
    The sense of the scholar’s words was irrefutable, so much so, in fact, that Eska could not quite fathom how her own mind, usually a vault of logic, had not managed to conjure them. Perhaps, a very small and rather sly voice in Eska’s head suggested, she had been too busy admiring her own benevolence. Not outright, no. Eska had no intention of seeking acclaim for what she intended to do, and she certainly did not feel herself to be in a position of superiority—but there, in the library of a woman pretending to be a man in order to claim even the most tenuous grip on power, Eska understood her view of the world was perhaps far narrower than she had ever imagined. 
 
    To say this realization was somewhat jarring would be an understatement. Fortunately, Master Urzoa seemed to sense this. She stood, knelt before Eska’s chair, and forced Eska to look her in the eye.  
 
    “No self-pity, not from you, Lady de Caraval.” The instructions were given with more force in Urzoa’s voice than Eska had yet heard—and more familiarity, despite the use of Eska’s formal title. “Yes, you have power, beyond even that of which you are aware. But you also have a good heart and the mind to understand something of that power. And when you understand it, you will know how best to use it.” 
 
    Eska gave a slow nod. “I hope you are right.” 
 
    Urzoa got to her feet in a single brisk motion. “I know I am,” she said, simply. 
 
    They rejoined the party in the courtyard—after all, the host and the guest of honor could not vanish for overly long. But if the guest of honor was more subdued than before, if she smiled and spoke less, very likely the scholars were too deep in the wine to notice. And when at last Eska slipped from the house of Laurentzia Urzoa to walk the moon-kissed streets of Rhoxanos, though she saw the pale light and the shadows and the way the blue roofs became one with the night sky, she could think of nothing but the way the stars—in that peculiar way they have—vanished the moment she tried to look in their cold, blue hearts, leaving nothing but empty voids glaring back at her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    “The Seven must always be seven.” 
 
      
 
    “Surely he won’t indulge Valinzuela’s grievances.” 
 
    Sascha paused mid-stride and turned to look at the man off his right shoulder. 
 
    “You have met our Commendatore, haven’t you?” he asked. 
 
    His companion rolled his eyes. Sascha resumed walking. One did not keep the archduke waiting if one could help it. 
 
    “I just mean that you might as well ask which came first, ice or water. Speculating is fairly useless where our archduke is concerned, Cy. He does as he pleases, and I have learned not to waste my energy trying to predict his choices.” 
 
    Cyrus de Marchessault, Celestial Knight of Bellara, Commander-Superior of the Orlando Battalion, and Sascha’s oldest friend hurried to catch up. “The enigma that is Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux aside, Hadrien Valinzuela is nothing more than a thug sporting a bit of polish. The archduke knows this.” 
 
    “And yet that thug has his ear.” Sascha sighed and slowed down, trying to take the edges off his temper, or at least trim the frayed bits. Cyrus did not deserve the consequences of Sascha’s poor sleep. He had dreamed and woke again and again—always of Eska de Caraval. It was not a new dream. It had haunted him night after night in the days following Eska’s rejection. The circumstances changed—sometimes they were in the rich halls of the Varadome, sometimes they stood on a cliff overlooking the sea—but no matter the place, each and every time Sascha called her name, she would turn to look at him, and each and every time, she would flee. He had thought two years might be enough to banish it for good. 
 
    “There is also,” Cyrus said, “the fact that you made a very good dent in a man’s jaw.” The censure on Cyrus’s face cracked almost immediately. 
 
    Sascha nodded solemnly. “This is true. A very good dent.” He let himself smile as Cyrus burst into laughter. 
 
    “Ah, I dearly would like to have seen it. I’ve been longing to put the Griffins in their place since the archduke pinned that ridiculous thing on Valinzuela’s chest.” Cyrus half turned as they continued walking, and he jabbed a finger into Sascha’s shoulder. “I despised them first, Sascha, don’t forget that.” 
 
    Sascha laughed. “I humbly acknowledge that glory is entirely yours.” The doors to the Hall of Mirrors loomed ahead of them, and Sascha came to a halt once more. “Are you sure you want to be in there, Cy?” Whatever levity he had allowed into his voice a moment before was quickly cast off. “If it goes well for me, Hadrien Valinzuela will be reminded that to hate one of us is to hate both of us. And if it goes badly for me, better that the archduke doesn’t have an excuse to condemn you as well.” 
 
    “Very gallant of you, Sascha,” Cyrus said, offering a little bow. He turned serious. “But you seem to have forgotten that we have watched each other’s backs for years. I will do so again today.” 
 
    “I could give you an order.”  
 
    Cyrus de Marchessault laughed and walked onward. “You could,” he called out. “But you won’t.” 
 
    And so it was that Sascha entered the Hall of Mirrors with a smile, if not on his face, in his heart. 
 
    It didn’t last long.  
 
    Hadrien Valinzuela was there, and he was glowering—but then, this was, as far as Sascha was concerned, the only expression of which the muscles in his face were capable.  
 
    Unexpectedly, also present were the other three battalion commanders, meaning the entire senior leadership of Arconia’s military was standing—reflected many times over—in the Hall of Mirrors. With the additional presence of a few top government officials, this was a most uncommon gathering. 
 
    No doubt the surprise was part of the plan. Sascha glanced at the archduke, who had seemingly been engaged in pleasant conversation with Valinzuela—a pretense for Sascha’s benefit, he was sure. There was little to distinguish him from the encounter of the morning, but as the archduke turned and moved toward the center of the hall upon Sascha’s entrance, a mirror gave away a smile intended for no one, a smile that set the hairs on the back of Sascha’s neck to standing. 
 
    Suddenly alert, Sascha attempted to gain enough of Cyrus’s attention to signal, well, to signal what exactly, he didn’t know. He knew only that this was no ordinary afternoon. But Cyrus, convivial, gregarious Cyrus, was busy shaking hands. 
 
    Belatedly, as the archduke began to speak words of welcome, Sascha realized that the other three battalion commanders had certainly been summoned, but that Cyrus had given no indication of a summons. Either his oldest friend had withheld this fact, or something else entirely was at work. And Sascha would have staked his life against the former being true. 
 
    “Before we can turn to the matter of the day,” the archduke was saying, “there is another minor thing that, regrettably, must be addressed.” His gaze turned to Sascha. “In the matter of your offense against one Yvoro Erequoix, I have conferred with Commander Valinzuela, and we have reached a suitable agreement.” 
 
    “Am I to have no say in this agreement, Commendatore?”  
 
    “You are not, Arch-Commander,” the archduke said, his voice smooth and easy. “But I thank you for bringing Commander-Superior de Marchessault here with you today. This will save me the effort of seeking him out.”  
 
    Sascha’s heart dropped somewhere into the vicinity of his stomach—or perhaps right out of his body entirely. A trickle of sweat inched its way down his spine. 
 
    “I fail to see what Commander-Superior de Marchessault has to do with all of this,” he said, keeping his eyes fixed on the archduke. 
 
    “Oh, it’s a roundabout sort of thing,” Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux said, waving one hand in a circular sort of manner. “You see, Commander Valinzuela required your dismissal, which was not agreeable to me, as you might imagine.” And yet this was said in a way that suggested it could be made agreeable if Sascha took a misstep. The archduke looked around at the gathered faces. “After all, Arch-Commander de Minos is a hero.” Murmurs of agreement, sincere, though Sascha was sure he could hear derision in the archduke’s voice. “The Guardian of Verdienne. A Celestial Knight. And he has never failed Arconia or our Seven Cities.” He looked back at Sascha. “However, we cannot let the injury to this loyal Griffin go unmarked. And so we have reached a compromise.” 
 
    From the corner of his vision, Sascha could see Valinzuela’s grimace twist into a satisfied smirk. More sweat beaded on his spine. The archduke’s gaze slid to Cyrus. Dear Cyrus, who didn’t yet see what was happening. 
 
    “Cyrus de Marchessault, Celestial Knight of Bellara, Lord de Marchessault,” the archduke intoned, “you are hereby stripped of your command of Orlando Battalion, relieved of all duties, and discharged from your oath of service.” One hand gestured toward the doors. “You are dismissed.” 
 
    The silence was really quite remarkable.  
 
    Sascha sought his friend’s gaze from across the narrow hall. There was hurt there, the beginnings of anger. But Cyrus de Marchessault was a proud man. With head held high, his shoulders straight, he began to make the desired exit, his boots ringing out on the silver floor. 
 
    “Commendatore,” Sascha said. The boots went quiet. “I beg you to reconsider.” Sascha kept this voice tight, desperate not to show how deep this compromise cut. Not that the archduke didn’t already know. That was precisely why he had forged that particular knife. 
 
    “No,” Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux said. And with that, he turned and began to speak to one of his trade ministers, leaving Sascha treading air in the middle of the hall. It seemed every face reflected back at him belonged to Cyrus. Shifting his stance, he found the true Cyrus. His friend gave a nod, and then he was gone, the doors closing with a thud Sascha felt in his chest. 
 
    The archduke straightened and looked around once more. “Ah,” he said brightly, as though greeting them all for the first time. “Let us begin, shall we?” He paced to the back of the hall and pushed against a mirror’s frame. It swung open and the archduke stepped to the side. With an expansive gesture, he ushered them through to the chamber beyond, and each took up a position behind a chair situated around an obsidian block fashioned into an oval table. Sascha moved to his and sat when he was bidden to do so, vaguely aware of the absence of Maximilian de Caraval, vice-chancelier and second in power in Arconia only to the archduke—a curious thing worthy of his attention. But his mind was numb to the words that followed—that is, until the archduke said: 
 
    “We have, I am afraid, reached the end of an age. For nearly six hundred years, our Seven Cities have lived in harmony with one another. We have prospered together, fought together, died together.” The archduke’s voice was solemn and strong, resonating off the wooden walls of the chamber. “We survived the Alescus together and emerged stronger than ever, strong in kinship, strong in the face of enemies who wanted to take advantage of the death of the last Alescuan king.” The archduke looked down, his hands clasped before him, the image of dignified, restrained grief. Sascha was not fooled, though a small part of him knew he saw through the illusion only because he was still raw with anger. “It fills me with sorrow to tell you this. To break your faith in what we all cherish and serve.” Another pause. “Licenza conspires against us.” 
 
    Around Sascha, sharp inhales and quiet murmurs told of the consternation of those seated at the obsidian table. Sascha watched the archduke still.  
 
    The archduke gestured to the woman opposite Sascha. “On my orders, Minister Dulair has, for the past year, conducted an extensive study of Licenza and my brother-in-rule, the principe. While I acted merely on suspicion of trade infractions, Minister Dulair’s investigation has revealed proof of far more insidious activities. In short, though I will, of course, offer the full report to any who wish, the principe plans to destroy the Seven Cities from within. He will move on Vienisi before the year is over.” 
 
    Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux looked around the table, taking a moment to look each man and woman in the eye. He lingered on Sascha last, and there was nothing of the game from the Hall of Mirrors in his eyes.  
 
    “I do not mean to let Corannos Arjaxios Ashvilli break these alliances, this union,” the archduke thundered. “The Seven must always be seven.” He waited a moment, waited for those words to settle in the hearts of those who listened, and then swept his chair away from the table and sat. “Minister Dulair, please share what you have learned of Licenza’s preparations for war against our brothers and sisters in Vienisi.” 
 
    The tiny woman across from Sascha gave a nod. The grey hair twisted into a jeweled cage at the crown of her head did not budge. A packet of papers lay before her, white against the obsidian, but she did not so much as touch them as she began to speak. 
 
    “The principe of Licenza, citing concerns regarding raiders plaguing his coastline, began expanding his defensive forces over a year ago. Everyone in this room is aware of that. We supported the measure and raised no objections to it. I have since learned, however, that the principe has gone beyond the limits, limits proposed and ratified by all Seven Cities, of this expansion. In addition to amassing new soldiers from his own lands, he has also, we only recently became aware, signed a contract with the Iraborean mercenary captain Ramses Tukhamon. While we do not know the specifics of the forces Tukhamon has promised to bring to the field, we do know he intends to join with the principe’s soldiers prior to entering Vienisian territory. The principe has begun to claim to his inner circle that Vienisi is behind the raids on his coast, though this justification for his actions is, of course, unfounded.” 
 
    Sascha glanced at the three battalion commanders present. The name of Ramses Tukhamon was well known in military circles throughout the Seven Cities, though Sascha doubted many others seated around the table would know the difference between the Iraborean captain and any other mercenary who roamed the world in search of gold and glory. Tukhamon was not the most revered, and he had done most of his fighting well to the south of Bellara, but he was said to be resilient—and bold. He was also not inexpensive. 
 
    “Tukhamon’s fee,” Sascha said, earning himself a slight frown from Minister Dulair. He ignored it. There was no more time for petty grievances. “How did Licenza pay it?” 
 
    Dulair cleared her throat. “The circumstances are unclear. We suspect, given there has been no noticeable deficit anywhere else, that it has only been paid in part, with the rest promised upon victory.” 
 
    Sascha nodded. This was not unexpected, nor was it unusual. But it did offer some perspective. “Unpaid mercenaries are susceptible,” he said. 
 
    “Are you suggesting we bribe them away from Licenza?” The speaker, seated three chairs to Sascha’s right, leaned out over the table so he could sneer properly at Sascha. 
 
    “Yes, Minister Corelli,” Sascha said, somewhat impressed with his own composure. “That or determine some other means of luring them away. The principe’s new forces will be only lightly trained. Take away Tukhamon and you take away his most dangerous teeth.” 
 
    The sneer grew. “You would have us consort with such low creatures? Plead with them?” Corelli scoffed. 
 
    “I did not say plead, Minister,” Sascha said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Still Corelli persisted, though whose back he was attempting to scratch with this particular performance was lost on Sascha. “Are you afraid of taking on this Tukhamon in battle? Do you not have faith in Arconian swords and shields?” 
 
    Sascha glanced farther up the table to where the archduke sat. He seemed to be enjoying the exchange, though his face, as ever, gave little away.  
 
    “I have every faith in my soldiers, Minister. But my first duty is to preserve their lives, not send them to die needlessly against an enemy we might turn away by other means.” 
 
    Sascha’s equanimity was rewarded with a few murmurs of agreement. Corelli’s sneer melted into a grimace, and at last the archduke intervened. 
 
    “Minister, perhaps we might focus on other things.” The archduke looked back at Sascha. “Arch-Commander, I would like your recommendations on my desk tomorrow.” 
 
    It was not as simple as that. Sascha could recommend a dozen courses of action without needing to think. 
 
    “Commendatore,” he said, “what is your desired outcome of this engagement?” 
 
    The archduke cocked his head as though Sascha were speaking another language. He let out a little laugh, which brought out nervous smiles on several faces around the table. “Why, Arch-Commander, it is as I have said—and as any true Bellaran would wish. I want to preserve the Seven Cities. Indeed, it is the only acceptable outcome.” 
 
    Many faces around the table nodded in approval and acceptance, all save Minister Dulair, who looked as though she had never approved or accepted of anything in her life. It seemed only Sascha found these words lacking in substance, and only Sascha wondered what might be lurking behind their dutiful façade. The archduke was not one for insubstantial words. 
 
    Sascha kept his gaze level and gave a nod—like all the rest. “You will have my recommendations first thing in the morning.” 
 
    The archduke rose from his chair. Those seated around the table did the same, and in small groups, heads bent together in discussion, they removed themselves from the chamber. After requiring that the battalion commanders convene after the evening meal, Sascha waited until only the archduke remained. 
 
    “Alexandre, there will be no talk of my decision regarding de Marchessault,” the archduke said as he strode across the room. 
 
    “This has nothing to do with de Marchessault,” Sascha said.  
 
    The archduke came to a halt, his gaze traveling from Sascha’s face down to his boots and back again. “Speak, then.” 
 
    Nothing to do with de Marchessault, no, but in the pantheon of decisions Sascha might make in that moment, this one did not, perhaps, occupy a place of wisdom. And yet he was resolved to ask one of the questions that had taken up residence on the edge of his mind during his ride back to Arconia—and one which had grown only more persistent under the stern, though not unkind, gaze of Maximilian de Caraval that morning, not to mention in the wake of his unwelcome dreams during his fitful attempt at sleep. 
 
    Unwise, then, but Sascha could not shake the image of Eska de Caraval leaping from the roof of the Varadome nor the fierce storm in her eyes as she called him a liar and drew steel on him. There was harrow root behind that storm, he knew, more than he had ever seen. Had she unfurled wings in that moment and flown into the moon’s shadow, he would not have been made more uneasy by the encounter. He had told no one of that night—not even Cyrus, a decision that had not come easily—had told no one that Eska de Caraval had snuck into Sylvain de Ulyssey’s chambers. The relief he felt in the hours that followed when no uproar surged through the Varadome had been immense. Perhaps, he had allowed himself to think, perhaps it was meaningless. But Eska’s eyes had told him otherwise, and there had once been a time when he had aligned the world and his place in it around those eyes. 
 
    Sascha felt the need to straighten his shoulders under the archduke’s attention, to take refuge in the familiarity of military hierarchy, but it seemed he had already done so. “May I ask after the charges brought from Toridium on Eska de Caraval?” 
 
    “An investigation is underway,” the archduke said. “Though I think we have more pressing matters before us now. Besides,” and here he stepped close, dropping a hand onto Sascha’s shoulder, “between you and me, I don’t believe Eska de Caraval to be capable of murder.” 
 
    With those words, Sascha’s heart began to beat a little less forcefully in his chest.  
 
    “You are well acquainted with her, yes?” A question asked from politeness only. Everyone knew they were well acquainted. “Do you think she could kill a man?”  
 
    Sascha shook his head. “She believes in the justice of law, Commendatore. To take justice upon herself would be contrary to her nature.” 
 
    The archduke nodded, but then raised one eyebrow. “And if it were not a matter of justice?” His voice was light, musing, as though he spoke merely in hypotheticals. “Could she enact violence for a cause? To sow discord?” The archduke patted Sascha’s shoulder. “Ah, ignore my penchant for speculation, Alexandre. I am sure the Lady de Caraval is innocent. She has,” he went on, a chuckle escaping between words, “vowed to uncover the true culprit for Chancellor Fiorlieu’s death. I imagine she’s gathering evidence as we speak. She did a number on de Venescu, so I expect a formidable case.” 
 
    The fact that the archduke of Arconia was not aware—seemingly—that Eska was across the Anerrean Sea, indeed, had departed many days before, was unexpected. Relieved as he was that the archduke did not believe the reports from Toridium, Sascha did not feel inclined to enlighten him. 
 
    “And now you must excuse me, Arch-Commander. Perhaps you and I can arrange a moment to inspect our latest Carrier acquisitions? I have heard good things from the training ground, but have been unable to see for myself in quite some time.” 
 
    “Of course, Commendatore. I am at your disposal.” Sascha’s mind darted away to the brand on the dead woman, to the strange Carrier spreading fear in a small village—to the words Diomede Tulienne had left unspoken. The archduke would not want to hear of it unless Sascha had something certain to report—which he decidedly did not. Only the impossible and the memory of dead tyrants. 
 
    “Good, speak to Bernino. He will be able to tell you when my schedule permits it.” The archduke smiled and lifted his hand away from Sascha’s shoulder and began to walk toward the door. Beyond, the Hall of Mirrors gleamed. “The newest, what was his name?” 
 
    “Hector. Hector Mirelli,” Sascha said. 
 
    “Yes, that’s the one. I’m looking forward to seeing him.” Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux paused on the threshold between rooms, a dark silhouette against silver. “And Alexandre? You really should get more sleep. I need my arch-commander to be at his best in these coming days.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     Sascha pivoted and lunged, his boot sending up a cloud of dust, the spear in his hands thrusting forward, piercing his opponent’s neck. A quick twist, the spear’s blade sliding free, Sascha spun, the shaft an extension of his arm, the blade a blur, the edge carving into torso after torso—and then an abrupt halt. Sascha dropped to one knee, his left hand propelling the spear backward, the wood whispering through his glove. He kept his head low, out of harm’s way, waiting for the butt end of the spear to strike the final blow. 
 
    There was no resounding impact. No bone-jarring thud. He had missed. 
 
    Sascha waited, sweat dripping from his nose to land on the dusty training ground. And then he rose to his feet and turned to examine where he had gone wrong. 
 
    The wooden training mannequins teetered where they stood in a circle around Sascha, battered and shredded through in places. Some would need replacing. Master Ricorrio would see to it. One mannequin, however, still stood proud, its unpainted face staring back at Sascha.  
 
    Frowning, Sascha glanced down at the dusty layer of sand beneath his feet, following the marks his footwork had made. The final move of the sequence—ending with a strike to the sternum that would shatter the ribs of a mortal—ought to have sent that final mannequin onto its nonexistent backside.  
 
    “I see it.” Cyrus de Marchessault did not move from where he lounged on top of the low wall surrounding the training circle. He was dressed in a white linen shirt, sleeves rolled to his elbows, a vest hanging unbuttoned off his strong shoulders. No battalion commander coat, no insignia.  
 
    “You weren’t even watching,” Sascha said, still frowning at the ground.  
 
    “Didn’t need to. You nearly always come up short when you step back before going to your knee.” 
 
    Sascha redirected his frown at his friend. They had not yet spoken of what had occurred in the Hall of Mirrors. That would come.  
 
    “Let’s see you do it, then.” 
 
    A sharp laugh from Cyrus. “And make a fool of myself?” He sat up on the wall and looked down at Sascha. “Rather not have that happen twice in one day.” The allusion was clear, but Sascha could tell Cyrus was not yet ready to venture down that path.  
 
    “No, no, let’s see it. Clearly you know my own sequence better than I do.” Sascha held out his spear—a training one, not the one he carried into battle. Not the one that had killed the tyrant behind the walls of Eduin. 
 
    Cyrus hopped down from the wall and strode across the distance between them. His hand closed over the shaft of the spear. “Why would I go to all that trouble to make you look bad, when I could just do this.” And with one swift move Sascha barely saw coming—it was the angle of Cyrus’s elbow that gave it away—the former battalion commander tried to sweep Sascha’s feet out from under him. An instinctual dodge saved him, just.  
 
    Sascha grinned as he regained his balance. “Do what, exactly?” 
 
    Cyrus rolled his eyes and tossed the spear back to Sascha. “There’s a reason I never train spears with you. Wouldn’t mind shoving the blade of one of those up Valinzuela’s ass, though.” 
 
    A stiff breeze kicked up a spray of dust. Both men averted their faces and shielded their eyes. When the sand settled, their attempts at good humor seemed to flee with the wind. Cyrus held Sascha’s gaze for a long moment, his jaw tightening. 
 
    Sascha leaned on the spear and opened his mouth to speak, but Cyrus beat him to it. 
 
    “Don’t, Sascha. Don’t apologize.” He lifted his gaze to the sky somewhere over Sascha’s head. “This is not your doing.” Cyrus’s shoulders sagged, and he turned and clambered back up on the wall. 
 
    “I broke a man’s jaw. This is the consequence of that choice. It is my doing.” Sascha flipped the spear on end and jabbed the blade into the sand. The shaft quivered before him and went still.  
 
    “Unfortunate for that man,” Cyrus said, his voice rising slightly. “But a minor grievance, when all is said and done. Valinzuela’s influence has grown.” 
 
    Sascha sighed and went to stand in the wall’s shadow. He leaned back, his shoulders resting on the warm stones, eyes squinting against the bright light. Somewhere to his right, Cyrus’s head was a shadow looming close to the sun. 
 
    “The archduke doesn’t do anything he doesn’t want to do, Cy,” Sascha said, his voice quiet. “Yes, Hadrien has grown bold in his arrogance and power and has prospered on the scales of the archduke’s decisions recently. But do not think for a minute that Hadrien Valinzuela convinced Arcturos to take this action.” 
 
    The shadow that was Cyrus moved, his head shaking to accompany a muttered insult Sascha could not quite make out. “Then why. I do not understand it. And while faced with the possibility of military action against Licenza. It is a bad time to change commanders, Sascha.” Silence. Then, “And who does he think to raise to my position?” 
 
    This was not arrogance, Sascha knew, though it was, perhaps, not without a touch of bitterness. The truth of it, though, was that Cyrus de Marchessault was not easily replaced. Raised to battalion commander after Sascha’s promotion to arch-commander, he had served with distinction and demonstrated impeccable leadership, not least that very spring—so long ago, Sascha felt, with so much changed since—at the battles of the Carnellian Isthmus. That campaign, and the prior year’s against the allied Nystrom war bands, would not have been the comprehensive victories they were celebrated as without Cyrus de Marchessault’s deft command of Orlando Battalion—and Sascha had made that abundantly clear to the archduke. 
 
    But this wasn’t about Cyrus de Marchessault. 
 
    Sascha said as much. 
 
    “What do you mean? Valinzuela saw a chance to strike at me.” 
 
    Sascha sighed, wishing for a moment to share in the way Cyrus saw the world. It would be simpler.  
 
    “I mean that you are an unfortunate casualty of war, Cyrus. An innocent bystander.” Sascha shifted so he could look at his friend properly. “The archduke did this to punish me.” Cyrus was quiet, his dark eyes steady. “He could have stripped me of command, could have ordered me to fight Valinzuela, could have done any number of things to my person, my position. But he knew the far greater punishment for me would be to watch you suffer without cause and be powerless to stop it.” 
 
    Sascha watched Cyrus absorb this until he could no longer bear to see the anger mounting in his friend’s face—for it was an echo of his own, barely harnessed, simmering in his bones. He dared not loosen that leash, and every second he absorbed Cyrus’s pain threatened to do just that. Pushing himself off the wall, Sascha paced away. He retrieved the spear from the sand, marched up to the closest mannequin, and sent the blade slicing through the wooden neck. The head dropped to the sand and rolled to a stop at Sascha’s feet.  
 
    “Why?” Cyrus asked, his voice tight. “What did you do to earn this? You have only ever served him well. Your loyalty is unquestionable. Your skill unparalleled. Without you, Rhia would be overrun by Vothians. Without you, Sidalgo would have brought Eduin to its knees. Without you, Verdienne would be ash. A Griffin’s broken jaw is not worth all this.” 
 
    This was the question Sascha had not yet let himself contemplate. The answer frightened him. Taking a deep breath, Sascha turned to face Cyrus once more. “He knows all of that. He does not doubt my skill. I do not believe he even doubts my loyalty. Perhaps there is some old transgression, some slight he has not forgotten.” 
 
    Sascha did not doubt the archduke was one to remember every affront, every offense, intended or accidental. And yet this was not what frightened him. 
 
    “You think it is something more.” Cyrus slipped down from the wall and came to stand before Sascha. The anger was still there, roiling beneath the surface, but apprehension ran against that current. 
 
    Sascha bent down and retrieved the wooden head. He turned it his hands. It was heavier than a human head. 
 
    At last he could put off the words no longer. Sascha met Cyrus’s gaze. “I think he wants to know how far he can push me. I think he means to discover where and I how I might break. Because he can. Because he knows I will take it.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    “This was fire, nothing more.” 
 
      
 
    The bronze disc did not start speaking to Manon—or if it did, not in any way she could comprehend. 
 
    She had cast aside the foolish notion that the disc might suddenly cease to be a mystery the moment she awoke among the simple comforts of the Livian outpost and Luca told her Alexandre de Minos had ridden west to Arconia. Let such nonsense ride with him. She had no wish to indulge in it. 
 
    Or so she thought. 
 
    But somewhere between her bed within the sturdy walls of the outpost and the moment she put her foot in the stirrup as she and Luca prepared to leave, Manon had caught herself wondering if she, in fact, could use the disc to supplement her Carrier abilities. 
 
    The fact that she had done such an about face within the span of time it took her to spoon a bowl of porridge down her throat and tie her pack to her saddle once more—well, she certainly hadn’t been about to admit to Luca that such considerations had entered her mind. 
 
    And yet, she had reasoned, if a little forcefully, while she and Luca bid farewell to Captain Senecal, her father had not left the bronze disc in Victor’s sarcophagus by accident. Julian Barca had sent her to the mausoleum. Left her—somehow—the tools to break open the marble housing her brother’s corpse. Though the gold was the obvious end—the Barca fortunes being in such tatters—her father would have expected Manon to make a thorough search of it. It’s what he himself would have done, after all. Manon had seen it more than once. Despite his habit of diving into an excavation without so much as a plan—dig, search, it was that simple—Julian Barca never rushed the second half of that equation and never left a stone unturned, a pot unsearched, a tomb unsealed. 
 
    With Alexandre de Minos’s words and memories of her father assailing her mind, Manon had failed to notice Luca’s silence that morning until they had spent hours searching for some sign of Perrin. They had backtracked to the place Alexandre de Minos was attacked, found nothing, gone north—they had, since Elysium, moved steadily northward, never in a straight line, but with enough consistency that Manon had thought it prudent to continue in such a fashion—and only when they dug cheese and bread and meat out of their packs and passed the food between their saddles did Manon realize that Luca had not spoken more than ten words. 
 
    Rather than ask him if there was a reason for his reticence, as a reasonable person might do, Manon had proceeded to turn inward on herself, taking refuge in her own silence and the thoughts that swirled there. The end result of this was predictable, if only Manon had bothered to see it: they argued over where to make camp that night, argued over where to turn with the light of the new day, and argued over, of all things, the best means of lighting a fire, a thing they had managed to do many times without a fuss. 
 
    Thus, by the time they reached the small coastal town of Verdienne three days later, famous for the gold running in the veins of the worn ridge of mountains overlooking the Anerrean, and used some of the archduke’s funds to take rooms at an inn, Manon had half a mind to vanish in the middle of the night, rainstorm or no, and she suspected Luca was considering the same. 
 
    He wasn’t, of course, but Manon wouldn’t realize that until it was too late. 
 
    “We ought to go back.” 
 
    Luca’s voice came to Manon from across the hall. Their rooms were oddly-shaped things crammed under the eaves of the inn’s third floor. Manon’s door was incapable of closing all the way. From where she sat in a rickety chair with her feet propped on the iron bedframe, she could see Luca’s shadow against the far wall. A nebulous shape sharpening a knife. 
 
    She knew the hunter didn’t mean back to the outpost or circling again in search of Perrin. 
 
    “The archduke can go look for Alescuan reliquaries himself if he’s so desperate,” Manon said. The bronze disc between her fingers was becoming familiar, the markings traced more than once in the past three days when she thought no one was looking. 
 
    “You gave him your word.” A brief silence. “And he has resources at his disposal. He might be able to help your brother.” 
 
    Manon grimaced. “What makes you so loyal to him?” She would not speak of Perrin. Could not. 
 
    Another silence. “Will defying him now make you free of him?”  
 
    Free. The word settled on Manon’s chest. Both a burden and a promise. Or perhaps there was no difference. Once before, with her father in prison, her mother gone, her brother dead, Manon had cast off the burden of hope. When exactly it had come slinking back, worked its way, undetected, into her mind, she did not know.  
 
    “None of us are free, Luca,” Manon said. “We are all bound to something, even if we do not see it.” 
 
    She looked up. Luca loomed in her doorway, one shoulder against the frame. She had not heard him come close. 
 
    “I was bound to the principe of Licenza, but I made a choice,” he said. “A choice to honor the things I learned as a child. A choice to place the needs of another over my own.” 
 
    “You may have broken one chain, but you have forged another in its stead,” Manon said. She kept her gaze fixed on Luca’s torso. “And do not think for a moment the archduke will not use it to his advantage.” 
 
    Luca straightened and, unbidden, Manon’s gaze flickered to his face. She looked away just as quickly. 
 
    “You think me simple, Manon,” he said, his voice quiet but firm. “You think I cannot grasp the fact that men and women like your archduke are like storms, liable to loose a bolt of lightning at any moment. You think that if I had any sense, I would disappear into the wilderness, where the only predators are those I can hunt with my bow.” He paused. “Because that’s what you want to do.” 
 
    Manon’s chair clattered against the floorboards as she stood. No longer did she avoid his gaze. Her vision pressed in around her. 
 
    “Do not presume to know me.” 
 
    Luca made no move, either to advance or in retreat. After a moment, he sighed and spoke again. “What you see as chains, and none of your making, I see as choices, Manon. Perhaps some of those choices were poor, perhaps some were forced upon me and my options were limited. But I refuse to live as though I am a leaf buffeted about by the wind.” He waited, his gaze intent. “I chose to help you, Manon, and, yes,” he nodded, “that puts me, and the secret I carry, within your archduke’s grasp. But why would I see that choice, that bond, even a shared fate, as something to resent?” 
 
    Manon shook her head and worked to bring saliva into her mouth. “You speak as though bonds were a thing of strength. I have only known them to destroy.” Her father’s face drifted before her. 
 
    To her surprise, Luca smiled. She did not think she could bear the tender compassion in his eyes, the way he looked at her as though she were a wounded animal in his forest.  
 
    “I am sorry that is all you have known. I am sorry you have taught yourself that being alone is the only way to live.” 
 
    “No, no, you don’t get to do that,” Manon muttered. She stepped forward, to do what, she didn’t know, but Luca’s face had changed, his eyes no longer on hers, one hand frozen as he reached for the doorframe. 
 
    “Manon.” His voice was hardly more than a whisper.  
 
    She looked down, following the new line of his gaze—and promptly dropped the bronze disc to the floor. It spun on one edge, a neat pirouette, and then rattled to a halt as it fell flat. 
 
    It was glowing. 
 
    As was Manon’s hand. 
 
    A thin film of fire coated Manon’s left hand, pulsing slightly, tinged with blue. And then the disc winked out, the bronze dull once more, and the flames vanished, leaving behind a cold chill on Manon’s skin, a chill that was not just the sudden absence of warmth. Tentatively, Manon touched her palm with the fingers of her other hand. Ice.  
 
    “Luca,” Manon began—but then she looked up and the words fled. The hunter was framed in a soft, orange haze, but not because of Manon’s fire, no. Manon raised a shaky hand, trying to point, trying to speak. Frowning, Luca turned.  
 
    A warm light suffused his room. The thick pane of glass on the single window muted and muddied the sunset hues, but even so, there was no mistaking, despite Manon’s fervent wish otherwise, that beyond the glass, the night was alive with fire.  
 
    Verdienne was burning. 
 
    Manon remembered to collect the disc from where it had fallen—just—and then she was reaching for her pack. As her mind built bridges between the cold fire that had embraced her hand, the light emanating from the disc, and the savage flames that roared in the night around them, she could not calm it for long enough to recall if she had removed anything from her pack.  
 
    Luca’s voice came to her, a senseless shout. He grabbed her sleeve, his other hand gripping his pack, his holster of knives, and his bow, and pulled her from her room. Together they careened down the staircase, the smell of smoke growing stronger. Other patrons of the inn stumbled from their rooms in their nightclothes, asking questions Manon didn’t dare answer.  
 
    “Fire!” 
 
    The cry rose up from the ground floor, and with it came screams and shouts from the night, battering against the inn. Panic set in, a man with a child in his arms pushed past Luca, breaking his grip on Manon. A woman tripped, her flailing arms catching at Manon as she went down—they fell together, Manon tumbling on the stairs until she came to a painful stop against the wall of the landing.  
 
    Feet pounded past. Manon felt the back of her head. No blood. Smoke in the air now.  
 
    “Luca!” Manon shouted back up the stairs. No response. She tried again as she rose to her feet, one hand against the wall in search of support. A figure loomed through the smoke. A man. Not Luca. He barreled into her, his arms shoving her back against the wall as he hurtled down the last steps. Manon gasped at the pain in her chest, blinked back sudden tears. “Luca!” Her voice caught in her throat. Manon took a step, felt a restraint on her calf. She looked down. The woman stared back at her, one hand clutching at Manon’s boot, her body twisted at an awkward angle where she had fallen. Blood trickled from her nose, and her other arm was tucked beneath her torso in a way that ought not to be possible. 
 
    “Please,” the woman whispered. “Don’t leave me.” 
 
    Manon took a breath, couldn’t. The smoke was thick, pouring down the stairs. She tore her gaze from the woman’s face, looked up—no sign of Luca. Coughing now, Manon shifted the strap of her pack on her shoulder, then bent and grabbed the woman’s hand, one arm snaking around her waist as she tried to lift her to her feet. A crash from above sent them both ducking for cover that wasn’t to be found, but the beam from the ceiling landed above them on the stairs—singed, smoking, riddled with pockets of embers.  
 
    Manon rose up again, tried to scream for Luca, choked, took a step toward the burning beam, but the woman’s hand held her back, and together they lurched down the stairs. Below, the inn’s common room was empty save for smoke. Halfway to the door, the woman collapsed against Manon, sending them both to their knees. Manon, eyes burning, lungs screaming, her pack slipping from her shoulder, tried to drag the woman to her feet, saw her eyes roll back, saw she was nothing but dead weight. One last pull, Manon’s boots sliding out from under her, the woman’s fingers slipping from her grip—and then Manon was crawling away, the smoke crushing her from above, her limbs dragging beneath her. 
 
    Later, she did not remember the moment her hand found the door, did not remember how she opened it, or if it had been open already. She remembered only the way the air rushed down into her lungs, how one hand dug into the cool dirt, how a pair of arms scooped her up and carried her from danger. 
 
    And she remembered Luca, of course. Remembered the determination she had seen on his face in the moment they were separated, remembered the pity she had seen in his eyes just moments before. She remembered, too, the venom in her voice and the words she had spoken.  
 
    As the night air cooled her face, Manon understood that she was crying. She brushed at the tears, felt rough sand scrape her face. Heard a quiet voice soothing a whimpering child. Heard the gentle rhythm of waves. Saw she had been brought to a sandy shore. 
 
    Around Manon, two dozen or so refugees from Verdienne huddled in a cluster. In the distance, the city blazed. Gouts of flame stretched from rooftops, threatening the very stars. The night sky above was red, and thick clouds of smoke billowed and drifted out to sea. 
 
    Luca. 
 
    Manon pushed herself to her feet, her lungs still aching, the desire to retch overwhelming. Bending at the waist, she sucked in air, willing the sensation to pass. When she straightened, she caught sight of two men a short distance from the group of survivors. They were speaking in hushed tones, one gesturing back at the city while the other pointed at the refugees. They went silent at Manon’s approach. 
 
    “Where are the rest?” Manon asked. She could feel the tear tracks on her face. Could feel how her hair hung in disarray. Knew her eyes were rimmed red from smoke. But she made her voice strong. Insistent. That much, at least, she could do. 
 
    “The rest?” 
 
    Manon flung one arm back toward the group. “The rest of the people. This can’t be all.” It couldn’t be. That was impossible. Verdienne was no fishing village. 
 
    “We don’t know,” the taller of the two men said, his voice quiet. “We made it out the western gate. Others could have gone east or south.” 
 
    “Did you see them?” Manon pressed, fear gripping her throat.  
 
    The man shook his head. “I don’t know.” He glanced back at the burning city. “I might have,” he said, his voice growing frantic. “There was no time.” 
 
    “He was busy carrying you from the inn,” the other man said, shouldering between them. His gaze narrowed, though his eyes still reflected the red glow in the night. “A stranger.” The man spat at Manon’s feet. “Maybe he should have left you sprawled in the dirt.” 
 
    He thought, of course, that the fire was behind him, that there was no danger of being burned there on that foam-flecked shore. He did not know that the fire was close, that it surged within Manon’s ribs, that she had but to let go, as easy as an exhale, and he would know its heat. 
 
    The thought filled Manon with a cold satisfaction, enough to smother the spark in her chest—for the moment.  
 
    There was also, a part of her was aware, the fact that revealing her abilities with fire was not likely to earn her any friends at the moment.  
 
    The taller man put a hand on the spitter’s shoulder, his gaze on Manon. “He does not mean that,” he said. “No one deserved to be left to die in that fire.” Manon felt those words like a fist to her stomach, the face of the injured woman swimming before her. To her relief, the man looked back at the city once more. A roof near the wall collapsed in a rush of sound, hungry flames billowing skyward in search of more fuel. A moan rose up from the huddled survivors. No one saw Manon suck in a breath of air, saw her clench her fist against the torrent of guilt rising within, saw her walk away and disappear into the dark where she could hear only the rush of the sea. 
 
    She did not grieve for the woman, not really. The choice had been clear to Manon and remained so—leave her and live, and Manon intended to live. But as Manon crouched in the sand, each wave cresting over the toes of her boots, her head hanging between her knees, she was conscious only of the way the disc had shone with the light of the sun and the way her hand had burned with a fire hotter than any she could summon. That the two were connected, she had no doubt. It seemed Alexandre de Minos had not been wrong after all.  
 
    That the former had caused the latter was a certainty she was trying to understand. Because Manon could not remember one instance when she had produced flames without summoning them intentionally. Not as a child, when her skills were unruly and unpredictable. Not even in the hunting manor when her gift had come roaring back to her body after Luca had stripped it away. Even then, she had been seeking it, calling for it—desperately. But in that moment in the attic of an inn in Verdienne, she had not been reaching for it. This she knew with every fiber of her being. 
 
    Manon lifted her head and watched the small waves roll toward her. Each nearly identical to the one before, each cresting in a surge of white, and each vanishing, subsumed by the one that followed. 
 
    Manon understood something of water. Tides, currents, waves. All working in tandem, none existing without the other. 
 
    The same was true of fire. One spark could set another. One ember could give birth to an inferno. 
 
    No, she did not feel guilty over the woman she had left behind. But Manon Barca, as she trailed her fingers—fingers that had burned with blue flame—in the sea, asked herself if the fire that blazed in Verdienne was of her making. 
 
    The Manon Barca who had needed a Carrier substance to even contemplate sending her fire across the Toridium harbor, the Manon Barca who could not hold her fire without concentrating, she would have laughed at the notion. Laughed, and perhaps felt a touch of jealous longing for such strength. 
 
    But the Manon Barca who knew the disc had summoned her fire without her consent asked this question—and did not know the answer. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dawn came under a haze of ash and smoke.  
 
    Unable to sleep, Manon had watched the night fade, the red glow slowly dissipating as the fire inside the walls of Verdienne burned low. She had resigned herself to the fact that any attempt to search out other survivors would have to wait until burning debris no longer rained down from the sky around the city. And there would certainly be no venturing within the walls until the flames had burned themselves away and only smoldering ruins remained. Even so, Manon had tried to reason with the tall man who had carried her to safety, arguing that they ought to prepare a search party. He had been more concerned with moving the small group of men, women, and children off the beach and finding shelter and fresh water. And so Manon had taken her pack and spent the night farther down the beach, before her anger erupted. 
 
    The bronze disc lay against her chest that night. Where once she had nearly forgotten she had tucked it into that pocket, now she seemed attuned to its weight and the way it shifted in the silk lining with every movement she made. She had taken it from the pocket once, briefly, her fingers shaking, readying herself for the flames—but the disc was exactly as it had always been. Bronze, cold, unremarkable. The moonlight giving it only the faintest sheen. Nor was there any change in Manon, at least none that she could feel. There was some relief in this, but not enough to allow her to sleep, and she had risen from her bed of sand more than once to pace her way through the night. 
 
    She was not the only one. She saw figures silhouetted in red staring at the city—their home. And when morning rolled in from the east, the sun marred by the cloud of smoke over Verdienne, the man from the night before approached her once more. 
 
     “We are moving inland,” he said. Weariness ate at his features. “You are welcome to join us. There is fresh water not far, and a farm just over that rise. From there we can begin our search.” 
 
    “I must look for someone.” 
 
    “So must we all. There will be time for that.” He swallowed. “It is burning still.” 
 
    “I will not wait,” Manon said. She reached down for her pack and hefted it over her shoulder, but when she made to step around him, he moved with her, one hand coming up to hover in front of her chest as though he meant to restrain her.  
 
    “It is too dangerous to go alone. I will come with you.” He glanced at the group. “Marcurio can lead them.” 
 
    Manon stared at him for a moment, debating whether it was worth it to argue, half-hoping her glare might scare him off so she didn’t have to. In the end, she shrugged.  
 
    “Suit yourself. But I’m not waiting.”  
 
    And with that, Manon strode toward the city of ash. 
 
    She heard him hurry to catch up after a moment’s hesitation, his long legs striding evenly with hers. She hoped he would not feel the need to speak. 
 
    “I am Vincenzo,” he said.  
 
    It seemed this was not to be so. 
 
    Manon walked on, her gaze fixed on the gate set in the western-facing section of wall. She certainly did not intend to offer her name in return. 
 
    “My father served on Verdienne’s council for years.” 
 
    Excellent, a life story. 
 
    “I am glad he is not here to see this day.” Four steps later: “May I ask where you’re from?” 
 
    “Arconia.” Manon pushed the syllables through a clenched jaw. She would rather say nothing at all, but excessive silence attracted just as much attention as an inordinate amount of talk. Victor had taught her that.  
 
    She felt Vincenzo’s gaze shift from the horizon. She risked a glance, buried the frown rising to her face. The man’s face had lit up. “Then you will have seen the arch-commander. Do you know him?” 
 
    Manon squinted into a sudden gust of smoky air, one hand raised to shield her eyes from sand, glad for the chance to delay her answer to this most unexpected question. 
 
    “Arconia is rather large,” she said, when the wind died down. “We don’t all know each other.” She didn’t bother to hide the derision from her voice. She would, however, hide the fact that she had spoken with the arch-commander of Arconia mere days before—saved his life, even.  
 
    “Of course, of course,” Vincenzo said, nodding as though he sincerely wished to detach his skull from his neck. “A foolish question. I ask only because the arch-commander is a hero in my city, honored each year with a day of celebration and thanksgiving.” 
 
    Vincenzo’s steps slowed with those words, and then he came to a stop. Sighing, Manon halted and turned back to face him. He stared over her head, seeing neither her, nor, she suspected, the black smoke blotting out the sun. He dropped his gaze, shoulders falling with his head. 
 
    “It seems even Alexandre de Minos could only forestall our fate, not save us from it entirely.” 
 
    And then Manon understood why they were speaking of Alexandre de Minos at all. 
 
    “Oh,” she said. Twisting, Manon looked over her shoulder.  
 
    “I remember the day he arrived like it was yesterday, though five years have passed,” Vincenzo said. “We had been fending off the raiders for six days, but we were no match for their numbers or their thirst for blood. I do not believe we would have lasted another night. They would have stormed the walls, killed us all, and claimed the gold in those hills for themselves and their paymasters. And then Furio Andromachus, that cursed pirate, would have made good on his promise and burned Verdienne to the ground.” He looked up at Manon. She saw tears glimmering in his eyes and a lopsided smile on his face. “He came from the west, nothing more than a speck on the sands.” Manon understood this to be de Minos. “The sun falling into the sea behind him.” Vincenzo turned away from Manon and looked down the beach. “Those of us on the walls thought it an illusion, a shimmering hope that would vanish with the light. But on he rode, and behind him,” Vincenzo’s voice caught, “a wave of cavalry, their armor shining brilliantly in the sun, bright banners heralding Furio’s doom.” 
 
    Manon could see it. Against her will, Vincenzo’s words came alive. She could almost hear the pounding hooves of the charge, could almost feel the rush of air in the wake of the horses. She brushed at her forearm, calming the hairs that stood on end. 
 
    Vincenzo turned to face Manon once more. Tear tracks ran down his cheeks to his jaw. “They swept down on the raiders like avenging guardians, heedless of the fact that Andromachus outnumbered them four to one. Drove them into the sea or slaughtered them where they stood. Not a man escaped the arch-commander’s wrath.” The gentle smile returned. “And afterward, he had the grace to commend our efforts, our failing spirits. He told us we had defended our city with honor and never asked for anything in return. I knew then he would rise to his current rank one day.” Vincenzo’s shoulders rose and fell in a heavy sigh. “And now we have failed him.” 
 
    Manon felt her stomach twist, felt the cold blue fire in her hand once more. 
 
    “This was not of your doing. Nor was it the hand of some divine being. This was fire, nothing more,” she said, wondering if the words were as much for herself as for the man in front of her. “But there is no arch-commander coming to save Verdienne. We must see what we can save for ourselves. Come.” 
 
    Recounting the story of the savior of Verdienne—the Guardian, Manon realized, belatedly making the connection with the seemingly endless stream of titles attributed to Alexandre de Minos—appeared to have taken the conversation from Vincenzo, and they passed the rest of the distance to the gate without a word.  
 
    The smoke was thick in the air, but Manon was not the only one of the two of them to notice that the walls around the city were oddly unblemished by the telltale signs of fire. She glanced at Vincenzo as they stood at the gate. He was scanning the blocks of stone on either side of the gate, his brow furrowed, and when his gaze came to rest on the wooden timbers of the gate itself, his lips parted slightly in confusion. 
 
    “It’s not even charred,” he murmured. “The fire burned so hot and fast, and yet the gate is untouched.” 
 
    Manon let him speak for them both and watched with her arms crossed over her chest as Vincenzo approached the doors of the gate. Tentatively, he reached out a hand and placed his palm against the wood. He jumped back, withdrawing his hand and cradling it against his chest 
 
    Hot, then. Perhaps the gate was yet burning from the inside. 
 
    “We’ll try the southern one,” Manon said. But Vincenzo didn’t move to follow. The look on his face as he stared at her was hollow.  
 
    “Touch it,” he said, his voice hoarse. “Please. Tell me I am not mad.” 
 
    Frowning, Manon stepped close to the timbers and stretched out her hand—and jerked it back just as Vincenzo had.  
 
    Ice. Ice cold. 
 
    Fear fled through Manon’s limbs. Without thinking, her eyes on the gate, she touched her chest pocket, felt the thin edge of the bronze disc, felt its weight, no heavier or lighter than it had ever been. Manon dropped her hand quickly as she saw Vincenzo’s gaze shift to her. She watched him for signs of suspicion, but his face was a mire of other things. 
 
    “What is this?” he breathed.  
 
    Manon had no answer. And another question was working its way into her mind. 
 
    “Vincenzo, when you carried me from the city, did you shut the gate? Did anyone shut the gate behind us?” Manon tried—did not think she succeeded—to keep the panic rising in her chest from showing in her voice. 
 
    Vincenzo was shaking his head. “Why would we shut it? There were people inside.” His voice was soft, his eyes unfocused.  
 
    Steeling herself against the cold, Manon put her shoulder into one half of the gate and pushed. It didn’t budge.  
 
    “Help me.”  
 
    Vincenzo braced himself next to her and together they put their weight into the gate. Nothing. 
 
    “Barred,” Manon muttered. 
 
    “But why?” 
 
    “And how.” It was with those words that Manon felt the disc in her pocket shift—imperceptibly, perhaps nothing more than a disturbance caused by the rise and fall of her chest as she inhaled. Perhaps. And yet Manon stiffened as though battered by a sudden gust of wind. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Vincenzo asked. 
 
    Manon swallowed hard, her palms warming, sure her pocket was radiating beams of light. But Vincenzo’s face was merely concerned, not filled with dread and accusation. 
 
    “Fine,” Manon said. She touched the back of her head, as though afflicted with pain. There was a convenient bump from where her skull had struck the wall of the inn the night before. A wince seemed appropriate. 
 
    “Are you injured? Perhaps we should go back.” 
 
    “No.” Manon brought an edge back into her voice. “We go to the southern gate.” 
 
    To her relief, Vincenzo accepted this with a nod, and they began to follow the wall around the city, away from the sea. From time to time, as they walked, Manon reached out the fingers of her left hand and let them brush against the wall. It was cold. Not the frigid ice of the gate, but chilled, like stone under a low winter sun. But the day was warm already, the sun fierce behind the smoke above Verdienne—not to mention the fact that the city itself was surely warm and smoldering, a great hoard of coals banked for the morning. Manon said nothing of this chill to Vincenzo.  
 
    The southern gate of Verdienne was the grandest, the twin gatehouse towers built up to survey the wall and the open stretch of land between the city and forested hills. A tattered remnant of a banner fluttered mournfully in the smoky air. Vincenzo stared up at it while Manon put her hand to the iron of the gate itself—no wooden timbers here. Vincenzo looked at her, his eyes asking the question. 
 
    Manon shook her head. “The same.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Manon didn’t answer. To answer was to invite further talk. Further talk was dangerous when one was considering the possibility that one might be responsible for both the fire and the ice. 
 
    She was about to suggest they continue on their increasingly futile circumnavigation of the city when a shout from the direction of the trees had them both turning to seek out the source. For a moment, Manon allowed herself to hope, but then Vincenzo was shouting and waving his arms, his face suffused with joy. 
 
    Not Luca, then. 
 
    Three figures approached. Vincenzo ran to meet them while Manon watched the reunion from a slight distance. Only when one of the two women, who sported a livid burn on her neck and wore a singed uniform Manon took to be city watch, turned her attention to Manon did Vincenzo attempt to make introductions, an immediately awkward affair given that he remained ignorant of Manon’s name. 
 
    “My friend and I have been trying to enter the city,” he said. 
 
    The woman with the burn turned her heavy gaze on Manon once more, then crossed the distance between them. She stuck out her hand, though neither the gesture nor her face were particularly welcoming. 
 
    “Gisella Lumero, second in command of the eighth cohort of the watch.” A slight hesitation, the stern countenance wavering. “Though I am afraid I am now acting captain of the eighth cohort.” Lumero bore herself up under Manon’s gaze. 
 
    “Manon.” No need for anything beyond that. But Manon did shake the woman’s hand. 
 
    Manon let Vincenzo relate their encounter with the western and southern gates, both the strange iciness and the fact that they were barred from the inside. Lumero vehemently denied the possibility of this, insisting that she had been the last to escape, helping others until it was nearly too late, and that the gate was open when last she saw it. She went so far as to march up to the iron and try her strength against it, even pounding a fist for good measure. Manon tried not to exhale too loudly. 
 
    “Impossible,” Gisella Lumero muttered. 
 
    “And yet, here we are,” Manon said. She tried to steer the conversation back to usefulness. “You said others. How many escaped from this gate? Where are they?” 
 
    The man, older, his clothing worn and not cut from fine material, his hair a grey tangle, spoke up. “I counted one hundred and sixty-four survivors this morning.” 
 
    “Sixty-two, Telemon,” Lumero cut in, hands on her hips. 
 
    The man sighed and went on as though she had not spoken. “We are just beyond the line of trees,” he said, pointing to where they had emerged. 
 
    “Did you see a man, a hunter?” Manon asked, her voice rushing through the words. “He had a bow. Just taller than I am. Unkempt hair. Luca. His name is Luca.” 
 
    The man called Telemon hesitated, then shook his head. Manon understood the delay did not indicate uncertainty, only that the man did not wish to be the bearer of bad news. 
 
    “And to the east?” she asked. “Do you know if anyone made it out the eastern gate?” 
 
    It was the second woman who answered. She was pregnant and clearly in some discomfort, but there was a dignity about her the others did not have, despite being clothed only in a long nightdress. “We sent three to the east to search down the beach first thing this morning. They have not yet returned.”  
 
    Vincenzo took her hand, his forehead creased with concern. “Your husband?” 
 
    The woman offered a small smile. “I remain hopeful.” Manon could not help but think that both the words and the smile were for Vincenzo’s sake. 
 
    “He is within.” 
 
    The voice was both resonant and weightless and Manon had the sensation of it filling her senses, pouring into her ears and nose as a wave claims the drowned. Spinning, Manon tried to find the source, saw Vincenzo and the others do the same. She saw nothing but sand and boulders and burnt things.  
 
    “Look to the sun.” 
 
    This time Manon cringed as the voice plunged deep into her. She felt it rumble within her bones and staggered against the sudden onslaught, nearly dropping to one knee. The man called Telemon caught her elbow, his face a poor echo of her distress, and Manon understood, as she looked from Vincenzo to Lumero to the pregnant woman, that they did not feel it as she did. 
 
    “Yes, that is right, look upon me. Look, and know my glory.” 
 
    Vincenzo’s face was slack, his mouth agape, his gaze fixed on the top of the wall. 
 
    Manon turned. 
 
    Gold and grinning. 
 
    Just as Alexandre de Minos had claimed.  
 
    Gold and grinning and crowned with dark silver. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    “But I won’t drink that military-brewed horse piss.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got it, the Plumed Serpents. How does that sound?” 
 
    Sascha sank into the pool, submerged himself beneath a torrent of bubbles, lingered there, relishing the heat of the water. When he surfaced, Cyrus de Marchessault was lounging against the tiled edge of the pool, one arm draped over the marble shoulders of one of the nine statues that provided an audience for the bathers. Sascha ran his hands over his face and up across his scalp.  
 
    “Plumed Serpents. It’s very…feathery. What does it even mean?” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to mean anything, Sascha. Is there meaning behind the Talons of Sul? The Blue Beggars?” 
 
    “Ah, yes, and yes, I’m afraid,” Sascha said with an exaggerated nod. 
 
    Cyrus’s face fell. “Even the Beggars? Truly?” 
 
    “Truly. If you want to be taken seriously as a mercenary troop, Cy, you need the right name,” Sascha said with mock gravity. 
 
    “You’re just jealous,” Cyrus said, his shoulders rolling in an expansive shrug.  
 
    Sascha smiled through the steam at his friend. “I’m glad you’ve found some humor in this.” But the words seemed to remove that very humor from Cyrus’s face. 
 
    “What else am I to do, Sascha? The alternative is skewering Hadrien Valinzuela on my sword. Or perhaps Arcturos himself.” 
 
    Sascha resisted the urge to glance around. The chamber was empty, on his orders. He knew it, Cyrus knew it. Only the statues and the lush greenery were there to hear Cyrus’s perfidy. Still, words spoken once could be spoken again. 
 
    “Plumed Serpents,” Sascha said, attempting to drag his friend back from that particular edge. “I like it.”  
 
    Treason was not the only darkness Sascha would prefer to keep at bay. Charming, cheerful Cyrus de Marchessault, a man known for his laughter, had two shadows, one cast by the sun, the other lurking under the surface, threatening to consume from within. 
 
    Sascha had seen that shadow feast on his friend before. He did not wish to encourage it to hunger. 
 
    And yet, in the time since Cyrus was stripped of his rank and position as commander-superior of Orlando Battalion, he had ranted, yes, and shown his anger, but he had also demonstrated a great deal of composure—and dry humor, of which his plan to form and captain a mercenary force was but the latest example. Sascha was glad to see it, but he did not trust it. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” Cyrus said. “It’s atrocious.” The smile had returned, but it seemed to waver under Sascha’s inspection—or perhaps under assault from within. “You think of her still, don’t you.” 
 
    Sascha took a deep breath. There was no need to ask to whom his friend was referring. The abrupt shift was unsettling, not for himself, despite the subject, but because of what it signaled in Cyrus. 
 
    They had not spoken of Eska de Caraval in over a year. When Sascha had turned away from Eska’s door, his heart seemingly leaking from his chest in the wake of her refusal, it was Cyrus de Marchessault he had fled to. It was Cyrus who went down on his knees so he could cradle Sascha’s head in his arms. It was Cyrus who suffered through every pain-sharpened word, every grief-filled silence. And it was Cyrus who had made him laugh again. 
 
    The summons from the archduke had come not long after. Arch-Commander Domenico de Farenault was retiring—and he had named Sascha his successor. It was Cyrus who made him answer that summons. 
 
    Not that Sascha had not wanted the position. He had. Very much. But sorrow had broken his ambition into pieces, and only Cyrus had understood how to put them back together. 
 
    For his friend to speak of Eska now, to recall the memory of the darkest storm Sascha had endured—Sascha feared the shadow within Cyrus was very hungry indeed. 
 
    “Yes,” Sascha said. The tiles made the word louder than he intended. “Always.” He nearly succumbed in that moment, nearly told Cyrus about the night Eska had jumped from the roof of the Varadome. That would have led, in turn, to telling of his encounter with Eska in Toridium, and then to recounting the fleeting moment in the wake of the Iron Baron’s arrest, and Cyrus would have understood what Sascha himself was not prepared to admit. 
 
    “And you still love her.” 
 
    Apparently Cyrus de Marchessault understood without knowing any of those things. 
 
    Sascha leaned back and let himself float, his eyes on the painted ferns gracing the ceiling. “I thought we were talking about Plumed Serpents.” It was a poor attempt at deflection. 
 
    Cyrus was silent for a long moment. “You should tell her.” More silence. Sascha closed his eyes. “We are but drops in a wide, endless ocean, Sascha. Insignificant. Fleeting. Pretending to a purpose that does not exist.” Sascha heard Cyrus inhale, heard the long, heavy exhale, imagined the shadow releasing on his breath. “But you, when you and she were one, you defied that. You almost made me believe we might be more than dust returning to dust.” 
 
    The sadness in Cyrus’s voice was like a blade in Sascha’s heart. He reached his feet down to the bottom of the pool and stood, turning to face his friend. But Cyrus was climbing from the pool, shedding water like a second skin. The steam swallowed him—and Sascha’s voice—a moment later. 
 
    An hour later, Sascha rode south from Arconia at the head of a small column of soldiers, his three remaining battalion commanders behind him, the banners of Arconia, the archduke, and the Seven Cities rippling overhead. To the eyes of his soldiers, the arch-commander of Arconia was as he always was—authoritative, calm, proud. But Sascha felt none of those things. 
 
    Cyrus de Marchessault had vanished, taking his shadow with him. Sascha wanted to search him out, wanted to wrestle the shadow into submission and bring his friend out of the darkness. But the arch-commander of Arconia must follow orders. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “They’re not ready.” 
 
    Sascha stood before the poor excuse for a unit of soldiers. The faces that looked back at him were a mix of young and old, male and female—and none of them accustomed to standing at attention before a commanding officer. 
 
    “They certainly are not.”  
 
    Sascha glanced at the woman on his left. She knew how to stand at attention, was doing so even though it wasn’t required of her in that moment. But then, Heliosa de Bellanteau, commander-superior of Thesion Battalion, had made a name for herself by doing what wasn’t required. 
 
    She was no Cyrus—Sascha did not think they had ever shared a laugh in a decade of professional acquaintance—but she was more than capable, if a bit grim and uninspired. And of the three battalion commanders, none of whom Sascha had appointed, she had no desire to rise higher, a fact she had declared to him at the time of his promotion to arch-commander—unasked and unlooked for.  
 
    As such, when their small parade of soldiers had arrived at Belarian’s Watch, Arconia’s primary military compound an afternoon’s ride from the city, it was de Bellanteau Sascha had asked to accompany him as he got his first look at the archduke’s new Carrier unit. 
 
    The Carriers had marched with them, placed in the middle of the column in the hopes that they might learn a thing or two about marching and how to behave now that they were part of a military force. De Bellanteau had reported mid-march—without even a hint of sarcasm—that one man was insisting he did not need boots and one young woman had intentionally singed the eyebrows of a soldier of whose attentions she was not enamored. 
 
    Sascha had seen no need to intervene, as it appeared the woman had done an admirable job of warning off her would-be suitor, but he had asked de Bellanteau to issue a warning to the soldier and a reminder to the woman that such things ought to be reported rather than, well, burned. 
 
    As such, Sascha had no illusions when he called for the small Carrier unit to be assembled in the Watch’s main pavilion that he was about to see a fine fighting force. 
 
    “I suppose this is what comes of granting a civilian control of their training,” Heliosa de Bellanteau said. Or rather, her profile said it. Sascha could have wished for her to absorb a touch of the Carriers’ lack of discipline, just enough to make conversation with her less like a drill. 
 
    That civilian stood to the unit’s right, present as their leader by default rather than by any great aptitude for that role or any official position in the Arconian military. 
 
    What Envero Faulcon did excel at, however, was controlling the fire he could produce in his hands. Sascha had been skeptical of the claims about his greatness, claims repeated vigorously and shamelessly by Envero Faulcon himself, but that skepticism had admitted defeat the moment Faulcon picked a lock using nothing but a tiny bolt of flickering fire as a key. Of course, any number of Carriers could have blasted the door into ash, but Faulcon had shaped his flame, relying on subtlety and precision rather than brute force. The demonstration had been most effective, and the archduke had given Faulcon the task of teaching his new Carriers to achieve that same level of control.  
 
    The task of teaching said Carriers to function as a unit, to work together, to wield their abilities with purpose rather than wild abandon—well, this was a job for Heliosa de Bellanteau, only she didn’t know it yet. 
 
    Even so, as Sascha scanned the faces of the newest members of Arconia’s military, he could not help but wonder if even Commander-Superior de Bellanteau was capable of fashioning them into a fighting force by the time they made contact with the principe of Licenza’s soldiers or Ramses Tukhamon’s mercenaries.  
 
    Of the many barriers to achieving this, first among them was, Sascha understood, the fact that the Carriers felt little to no affinity for each other, despite the fact that they were the only Carriers within the walls of Belarian’s Watch. They were present for different reasons—all recruited by the archduke, perhaps half brought in by Sascha himself. Some had been desperate for the monetary compensation, either for themselves or their families. Some were there for the chance to test their powers, so often restricted by society. And Sascha knew that two had accepted the terms rather than face imprisonment in the Hibarium. None appeared to have any great enthusiasm for a military life. 
 
    Sascha raised his voice to address the Carriers. “Welcome to Belarian’s Watch. From this moment forth, this is your commanding officer,” he said, indicating de Bellanteau. He did not bother to access her reaction. “I am ordered to incorporate your unit into our coming engagements, which means that if you wish to live, I suggest you learn to follow Commander-Superior de Bellanteau’s every word, her every inhale and exhale, until you can anticipate her commands before she herself knows them.” Unlikely, but it made a point. “If you are a believer in deities, here is your new god. And if you are not, think of her as the only thing standing between you and watching your intestines spill from your abdomen. Is that understood?” 
 
    A handful of the men and women made a clumsy salute. Others shifted uncomfortably, unsure, or perhaps merely stubborn. Envero Faulcon swept his feathered hat—an ostentatious uniform violation Sascha was forced to ignore—from his head in an elaborate bow. 
 
    Next to Sascha, Heliosa de Bellanteau snapped a crisp salute. Sascha saw three Carriers, including the young Hector Mirelli, attempt to mimic her. Three was better than none, he supposed, suppressing a smile. He turned to face his battalion commander. Her gaze was steel, her jaw iron. Whether she relished the challenge or resented Sascha for burdening her with it, no trace of her opinion existed on her face. Very likely she gave herself no leave to have an opinion on it at all, which was why she was precisely the officer for the job.  
 
    “We leave the Watch in three days,” Sascha said. He winked. “Good luck.” Sascha turned to face the unit of Carriers once more and fixed Envero Faulcon with a hard gaze. “And now, Master Faulcon, I would like a demonstration of the progress your soldiers have made so far.” He gestured to the stone pavilion, flanked on three sides by low barracks. “Will this be sufficient space, or should we vacate the premises and go outside the walls?” 
 
    Vacating the premises, it turned out, was most definitely necessary. 
 
    Under Faulcon’s orders, the unit arrayed itself—a bow shot from the walls of the Watch—in a line two Carriers deep. Sascha and de Bellanteau watched from the side as the front row of Carriers dropped to one knee. On Faulcon’s word, the kneeling Carriers each produced a small ball of fire in one palm. A second command produced the same from the second row. A third command triggered the release of power, sending flames streaking toward a designated target—or so, Sascha decided, was the intent. 
 
    The reality was that the bolts of fire, rather than releasing on cue together, burst forth in a staggered fashion and flew varying distances, some sputtering out in the dirt well short of the target while others overshot the mark considerably. Of the thirty Carriers, perhaps six had managed to ignite the waist-high tower of split logs they had been aiming for. 
 
    Even Heliosa de Bellanteau could not refrain from a visible reaction to this mediocre demonstration, though a slight compression of her lips was the extent of it.  
 
    “Again,” Sascha commanded. Faulcon bowed, apparently unperturbed by the results, and issued his orders a second time. 
 
    The result was an improvement—an additional four Carriers hit the mark, making it a grand total of ten. And of those ten, Sascha noted, only Hector Mirelli had succeeded twice. 
 
    “No consistency,” Sascha muttered. “And what happens when they attempt it on moving targets?” He was not expecting an answer. 
 
    “Perhaps their erratic aim is more suited to moving targets.” 
 
    For a moment—a very brief one—Sascha wondered if he was hearing Heliosa de Bellanteau attempt humor for the first time in his presence. But no, he realized, as he took in her profile once more, she was merely attempting to calculate if the seemingly random nature of the Carriers’ aim might be more effective against equally random movement. 
 
    “Would we allow our archers to step into battle with such a complete lack of precision and order?” 
 
    De Bellanteau gave a firm shake of her head. “Of course not, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    Sascha sighed, his gaze returning to the Carriers. “I would leave them behind if the decision were mine to make,” he said quietly. “Let them drill endlessly until they are less likely to get themselves killed and endanger the rest of us.” 
 
    “The archduke was clear on this?”  
 
    Sascha nodded. “Utterly. He wants them at the forefront of any engagement, an example of Arconia’s commitment to defending the Seven Cities.” Were it Cyrus de Marchessault standing next to him, Sascha would have voiced his private thoughts about what else the archduke wished to convey—namely that he could do what no ruler in the Seven Cities had dared to do since the Alescuan dynasty was destroyed: control Carrier power and wield it in battle. 
 
    It was a powerful statement to attempt to make. No Carriers, Sascha knew, had served the Seven Cities in an official military capacity since they had fought on both sides of the last battle of the Great Rising. The persecution of Carriers that followed the death of Varin II, the last Alescuan king, had bolstered the unspoken policy and deepened the rift between those who Carried and those who did not, a rift that would only heal gradually—and in some places the scar still ran deep. 
 
    But Cyrus was not there, and while Sascha respected and admired Heliosa de Bellanteau, theirs was not a relationship of confidences and secrets. It was a current of orders, given and accepted, that flowed in only one direction. 
 
    “I’d have them taking birds from the sky in a day.” 
 
    Of all the possible witnesses to the unsatisfactory display, Sascha would have paid a great deal of money to ensure Hadrien Valinzuela was not one. Suppressing the heavy exhale he desperately felt the need to unleash, Sascha turned to face the commander of the archduke’s Griffins and bristled internally at the sight of the man’s puffed out chest under crossed arms and the smug expression his beard was wearing. A pair of Griffins had accompanied their commander, and each seemed to have adopted, like mimic birds, their leader’s mannerisms. It was rather like facing three Valinzuelas.  
 
    If Sascha hadn’t needed to ensure the Carrier unit achieved some level of discipline and accuracy, he would have gladly handed their training to Valinzuela for the sheer pleasure of watching the man fail. The idea was exceptionally tempting. 
 
    “I don’t recall requesting your presence, Commander,” Sascha said, his voice cold. He was within his rights to reprimand the man—after all, while Valinzuela might enjoy a long leash in Arconia, an active military campaign was another matter entirely. As arch-commander, Sascha’s word was law. 
 
    “I am the personal representative of the archduke, de Minos,” Valinzuela said. If it were possible for a beard to grow in proportion to its owner’s arrogance, Valinzuela’s would have just expanded to twice its bushiness. “I am here as the Commendatore’s eyes and ears.” Valinzuela stopped just short of saying he could, therefore, do as he wished.  
 
    It was a tricky bit of wordplay, and Sascha had recognized it for what it was the moment the archduke had named Valinzuela to the campaign in this capacity. If the archduke himself were present, the situation would be far less murky. As a civilian, even Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux could not overrule Sascha when it came to military orders in the field. But Valinzuela held military rank—and now the archduke had given him nebulous authority that would no doubt be exploited at every possible opportunity. It was, in short, a turn of events Sascha could have done without.  
 
    “As you say,” Sascha said, fixing a polite smile on his face. “Perhaps the Commendatore’s eyes and ears would like to experience the demonstration once more and lend his opinions?” Next to Sascha, Heliosa de Bellanteau’s throat emitted a strangled sound. Sascha kept his attention on Valinzuela. “I have reports to listen to, which will be, as you can imagine, quite dull.” 
 
    Valinzuela’s beard wilted—no, not really, but Sascha did see the man deflate a little, clearly unprepared to combat Sascha’s failure to respond in an antagonistic manner. 
 
    Sascha took advantage of the man’s hesitation to glance at de Bellanteau. He mouthed out a wordless ‘sorry’, and then he was striding away toward the walls of Belarian’s Watch. He heard Faulcon begin the sequence a third time, heard the sound of fire striking earth. Resisting the urge to look back and see the results, Sascha passed through the Watch’s gate, his mind shifting to focus on what lay ahead.  
 
    A hovering attendant, one of three dedicated to Sascha’s service when in the field, dashed forward at his approach, then dashed away again in the direction of the barracks just as quickly as Sascha dipped his head in a nod. Sascha himself continued on to the building that housed the arch-commander’s quarters, a sturdy, inelegant two-story structure made slightly less dreary by the presence of three trees, which also happened to be the only greenery within the entire compound. A small table nestled within the shade of those trees held a respectable array of food—cheese, grapes, figs, and a thick pastry vessel containing venison in gravy. Sascha waved a hand at the pair of flies diligently investigating the figs, and then, upon realizing the small folding chair that ought to be present was mysteriously in absentia, ventured to eat a few mouthfuls while standing. His disappointment upon discovering that the pastry had gone a bit soggy was tempered slightly by the excellence of the cheese—excellence that he was not allowed to savor. The attendant returned—dashing, as usual—and announced that the assembly was complete and awaiting the arch-commander. 
 
    Abandoning the meal, Sascha followed the attendant across the compound to the main pavilion. There, in the shade of a red and white striped canopy attached to the roof of one of the barracks, four immaculately uniformed individuals awaited Sascha, plus one individual whose appearance could be described in a number of ways, including disheveled, untidy, and slovenly. Sascha preferred the term rustic. 
 
    Four salutes went up as Sascha mounted the trio of steps to the pavilion’s stone-paved surface—four salutes and one flask, which remained upended over its owner’s mouth for an amount of time that could be considered disrespectful. Given the identity of the owner, Sascha ignored this, ignored the grunt of disappointment as the flask was discovered to be nearly empty, ignored the gentle shaking of said flask to elicit the final drops, and proceeded to tell the other four figures to be at ease. 
 
    Sascha took a moment to scan the items covering the surface of the folding table erected under the canopy—namely maps of varying size and scope. Behind him, the attendant stationed herself at the edge of the canopy and took up a tablet and writing implement in anticipation of receiving dictation. 
 
    “Commander Gaspar,” Sascha said, nodding at the officer directly across the table, who oversaw Belarian’s Watch and the troops permanently stationed within the compound during times of peace. “Quartermaster Porthos.” This at the woman next to Gaspar. “Let’s begin.” 
 
    The report that followed—which elucidated the number of soldiers currently in residence at Belarian’s Watch, the status of new recruits, and the horses, supplies, and beasts of burden immediately available to Sascha—was delivered in Gaspar’s crisp tones, supplemented by Porthos’s quiet additions.  
 
    “Two cohorts from each of the four battalions, yes?” Sascha asked Gaspar, though he already knew the answer. The commander nodded. “Very well,” Sascha said, turning to address the other two officers around the table. “Rather than have all four battalions operating at partial capacity, we’ll form the eight cohorts into two smaller battalions for the initial stage of this campaign.” He looked to the older of the two battalion commanders. “One will be under your command, Pisani. The other will be de Bellanteau’s.” The second commander shifted at this perceived slight, but Sascha carried on before dissatisfaction could emerge. “Commander Gaspar,” he said, glancing back across the table, “I want four additional cohorts mustered from the rosters as swiftly as can be managed. Command over those will be yours, Selorin.” Here Sascha indicated the second battalion commander. “You will follow the main force into Licenzan territory as soon as you are able. Understood?” 
 
    There was a disgruntled sort of twist to Commander-Superior Selorin’s mouth, but he made no objection and saluted alongside the older Pisani. Already Sascha was thinking ahead to how he might appease, within the action of the campaign, the battalion commander’s bruised sense of entitlement. Perhaps a definitive assault or a bold charge against the mercenary Tukhamon. If Selorin had the opportunity to parade the decapitated head of Ramses Tukhamon in front of Pisani, he might, in return, feel good will toward Sascha—begrudgingly given and fleeting, certainly, but good will was an important commodity when one was constantly juggling the pride of one’s commanders. 
 
    Sascha addressed the group. “The main force departs in three days. The archduke and Minister Dulair have promised to send the latest intelligence on the principe’s movements tomorrow, at which time we will form our initial strategy.” Sascha looked to his right for the first time since arriving under the striped canopy. “Commander Caridore, you will accompany me. The rest of you are dismissed.” 
 
    Another round of four salutes with the conspicuous absence of a fifth. Sascha stepped close to the fifth figure and lowered his voice as the others began to speak amongst themselves. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get that flask refilled, and then you and I can talk.” 
 
    Commander Caridore squinted over Sascha’s shoulder, the scar running alongside his left eye narrowing into a thin white line with the movement. “Porthos says she’s only got ale. But I won’t drink that military-brewed horse piss. You know I won’t.” 
 
    Sascha did know. “It would be unthinkable. Good thing I brought a bottle of your favorite tillado.” 
 
    The squint lifted and Commander Caridore offered Sascha his best impression of a smile, gold tooth and all. 
 
    Three generous pours of said bottle of deep amber tillado later and Commander Caridore had ceased to look over his shoulder at every footstep that passed by the three trees outside Sascha’s quarters. Two chairs had been found, and Caridore’s booted feet had found their way to the top of the table, which listed precariously under the weight. Sascha rather suspected that four more pours would likely see the table careening onto its side—and Caridore with it. Then again, Commander Leondroval Caridore was rather adept at holding his liquor. Sascha revised his estimate accordingly. 
 
    “Your Commander Gaspar has a new sword. Did you notice?” Caridore said. 
 
    Sascha had noticed. 
 
    “Wonder where he got the gold to pay for it. Six emeralds in the scabbard. I counted.” 
 
    Sascha had not wondered. After all, Commander Gaspar received a handsome salary from the Arconian treasury—a fact that Commander Caridore, his equal in rank, ought to know. Except that Commander Caridore had long ago insisted on taking his pay in the form of small tracts of vacant land, making him one of the largest landholders in Arconia, perhaps even in the Seven Cities. As such, he remained remarkably ignorant of the cost of things like swords. He also remained, Sascha knew, remarkably ignorant of his tiny pockets of land, which ranged across the map, having never visited them. 
 
    “Where are your scouts, Leon?” Sascha asked, trying to steer the conversation somewhere productive. This was a continuous task where Caridore was concerned, but the man had been a legend in the Seven Cities when Sascha was still learning how to hold a sword, and had been commander of the most elite unit of scouts in all of Bellara for almost as long. He was allowed his eccentricities. 
 
    Caridore shook his head and drained his glass. “Not telling.” 
 
    “You know I need to know, Leon,” Sascha said, his voice even. Arguing with Caridore was never effective. But he really did need to know where the commander had stashed his unit, which he rarely brought within the confines of the compound.  
 
    Leondroval Caridore scratched at the silver stubble on his chin. “The Ellian pass,” he said, naming a narrow, sparse valley tucked high in the hills south of the compound. 
 
    “Was that so hard?” Sascha asked. 
 
    Caridore managed to scowl and grin simultaneously, which might have been an off-putting sight had Sascha not seen it before, and tapped at the rim of his empty glass. The commander, it seemed, was in a good mood. Sascha obliged and poured. 
 
    “I want you half a day ahead,” Sascha said. He himself sipped on water—warm and no longer made pleasant by the lemon rinds in the ceramic pitcher. “And I want riders three times a day, no exceptions, once we pass from Arconia into Licenzan lands.” Caridore was known to interpret orders in a looser fashion than was acceptable, but Sascha figured that asking for three riders a day would nearly guarantee that he received two. “No engagement, no interaction,” Sascha went on. “I want you to be invisible.” This, of all his instructions, was the one he didn’t actually need to give. Leondroval Caridore had once led a unit of soldiers through a swamp swarming with enemy forces, not to mention a breed of bird that particularly enjoyed screaming when startled, without being detected—by man or bird. The stories about his skills were unparalleled. And his scouts, each just as eccentric as their commander and fiercely proud of him, were nearly as formidable when it came to slipping through any landscape. “And I want to see you, personally, at my tent every third day. This is unlike any other campaign even you have seen, Leon. We march against other Bellarans. There can be no mistakes. Which means I must have direct contact with the leader of my scouts.” 
 
    Caridore grunted his acceptance of this. This particular order was his least favorite, but his lack of even habitual protest told Sascha he understood the gravity of the campaign. 
 
    “And the drink?” Sascha asked the last question as lightly as he could. 
 
    “Not a drop after tomorrow. As always. I’ll be sober as a magpie, don’t you worry.” 
 
    Convincingly said, but in his two years as arch-commander, Sascha had known Caridore to have more than one slip up. Never with serious consequences, but Sascha knew there was always a first time. He dreaded the day. Not least because it might leave Sascha with no choice but to dismiss, without honors, a man who had devoted his life to the Seven Cities. 
 
    With a final swig, Leondroval Caridore set down his glass and swung his feet off the tabletop. It teetered, but held. “If that will be all, Arch-Commander, I’ll be going.” Sascha started to nod, but stopped short when Caridore said, “That ballprick Colombial is trying to kill me, and I’d rather not be here after dark to give him the opportunity.” 
 
    Sascha cocked his head to one side. “Trying to kill you.” 
 
    A stern and very serious nod. 
 
    “And can you tell me why Captain Colombial would like to kill you?” Sascha was fairly sure he knew the answer. 
 
    An equally stern shake of the head. “Can’t.” 
 
    “Very well. Don’t die, Commander Caridore.” 
 
    “Don’t intend to, Arch-Commander.” And Caridore saluted. Or some variation on a salute. Unmistakable, though, and the first time Sascha had ever witnessed it.  
 
    Aware that his mouth was somewhat ajar, Sascha closed it, got to his feet, and returned the salute. And with that, Leondroval Caridore stepped out from under the trees and disappeared into the growing twilight, leaving Sascha faintly amused and enormously flattered. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Interlude 2 
 
      
 
    Included in an academic collection of children’s nursery rhymes, with the added notation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Talon red and beggar blue, 
 
    Silent hooves and crow foot crew 
 
      
 
    Holy doves and gleaming scales, 
 
    Silver fists and swords of vale 
 
      
 
    Grey of feather and green of leaf, 
 
    Men of gold and men of grief 
 
      
 
    Six by six in pretty rows, 
 
    Beneath the first of winter’s snows 
 
      
 
      
 
    This rhyme, alternately known as Talon Red and Six by Six in Bellara, first appeared during the reign of Talarian, the Prince Among the Stars. This places its emergence roughly three-quarters of a century after the historical event to which it alludes: the Knot of Twelve. 
 
      
 
    The Knot of Twelve was one of the deciding and final clashes in the war between the two Iraborean triumvirates Malexos Dar-Vedos and Altaros Das-Erro. The battle was fought between hired mercenary companies, six on the side of each triumvirate, and saw the nearly complete destruction of all twelve companies. Only three companies remain in existence as of the publication of this volume: the Talons of Sul, the Blue Beggars, and the Grey Eagles. 
 
      
 
    This rhyme initially accompanied a street game favored by children involving the tossing of wooden pegs, twelve in all, though has since evolved to also be chanted during archery or other aiming contests.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    “I do hope this works.” 
 
      
 
     When it came to planning escape attempts, Albus Courtenay didn’t possess much prior experience on which to rely.  
 
    Much was really a very generous term. He had none. Precisely none.  
 
    This was not lost on Albus, but the alternative was to admit defeat before ever embarking on the venture, and this Albus was resolved not to do. 
 
    “What would Eska do?” Albus muttered to himself, as he had done each morning for the past seven days. 
 
    The refrain was comforting, but Albus was aware it was not particularly useful. The truth of it was that Albus didn’t know what Eska would do, having never witnessed any of the many adventures she had recounted to him. The closest he had come to adventure was living it through the texts he perused in the bowels of the Lordican, safely surrounded by books and artifacts and his fellow librarians—who, it must be said, were not the sort to go haring off after wild schemes or even to accompany military or diplomatic endeavors as historians. He certainly didn’t know anyone who had managed to get kidnapped by a Seycherran pirate who intended to rain vengeance down on the Seven Cities of Bellara with the help of twins—children!—from an insular, forgotten city, twins with a dream of reminding the world—violently—of their existence and former power, twins with an uncanny similarity to the twin deities of Onaxos and an equally uncanny ability to rule a city without appearing to do so. 
 
    Albus’s head hurt. It had done so more and more since he had promised Keleut, daughter of Nestor, that he would fight against her vengeance. He had been quite pleased with his little speech in the moment, but the morning light, after attempting to sleep and doing nothing more than tossing and turning, had reared its head the next day and shown Albus all the glaring holes in said speech.  
 
    Words. Words were one thing. Promises and vows. Spoken from the heart, but nothing more than that. Action. Action was something else entirely, and Albus was beginning to understand that his life of books and research and study and passionate debate (more words!) with other scholars had done little to prepare him for action. 
 
    “Perhaps had I spent more time with other children when I was young,” Albus said to his morning meal. The elegantly trimmed slices of pear appeared indifferent to his plight, the bread and cold eggs oblivious of his confusion. He was not in the habit of addressing his food—he wasn’t Virdicus the Mad, by the great Giovanespi, no—but Keleut had not darkened his door since that night. Just as concerning, Albus had not seen Aurelia nox Macedonos or her twin, Aurelian, in just as long. After days of accompanying the girl around the city of Onaxos, indeed, after being brought across the Plains of Naxos and granted the privilege of seeing the strange mine and the even stranger warriors the twins intended to use to make Onaxos a power on the Anerrean Sea once again, there had been no knocking on Albus’s chamber door, no summons to climb in Aurelia’s litter, no further lessons from the Macedonos twins. 
 
    The notion of an escape attempt had come to Albus on the third day of silence. He had waved a figurative hand at it immediately and dismissed it. Surely the twins had further use of him. Surely Keleut would need him to secure her alliance with Onaxos. Surely there would be an opportunity to acquire crucial information that would help save Arconia from destruction. 
 
    By the fifth day, the notion was hovering continuously on the edge of Albus’s mind, given the fact that he appeared to have been forgotten. Oh, to be sure, he was fed, and there was no outward appearance of imprisonment. But Albus had, on the fourth day, ventured from his chamber in search of a bit of fresh air. He had found it, as well as a good bit of sunshine and a lovely garden, but the experience was dampened somewhat by the constant presence of a large, trident-wielding man who appeared to have more muscles than Albus had thought the human body possessed. No words were exchanged, certainly no threats, and there was no indication Albus was not allowed to enjoy a moment in the garden, but Albus had found, by the time he returned to his chamber, his desire to do so was considerably lessened. He hadn’t tried again. 
 
     And so, by the fifth day he could not shake the thought that his options had become increasingly limited—namely to one.  
 
    Logic dictated that escaping from such a gentle prison ought not to be terribly difficult. After all, Albus was not locked inside, and he was free to leave his chamber when he wished. The trident—with all its pointy aggressiveness—dictated that this was perhaps not true. Each time he tried to think past the point of slipping from his chamber in the night, he ended up pinned to the wall, the trident piercing him in a decidedly deadly fashion, blood trailing down the stones to pool at his soon-to-be lifeless feet. It was all very dramatic, which was another thing for which Albus was learning he had a rather low tolerance. 
 
    Albus pushed away his morning meal, the pears no longer enticing, his appetite lost somewhere in the imaginary puddle of his own blood. His gaze roamed across his chamber and fell on the small balcony, an egress open to the sky, really. There was hardly enough room to take more than two steps in any direction.  
 
    The balcony. Climbing from it was the only notion that seemed to offer any opportunity. These sorts of things were done in the stories. Or at least so Albus was fairly convinced, but it had been an awfully long time since he had indulged in a story meant to entertain children, and he was somewhat concerned his mind was making it up, out of a dearth of other ideas. 
 
    And besides, the yawning void of open air below the balcony was not to be contemplated. 
 
    The Macedonos home was perched on the second-highest level of the city of Onaxos. Above it was only the great spire, home of the—thoroughly useless—Wisdoms. Below, the rest of the city descended in increasingly larger semi-circles until at last it met the sea. It was, assuredly, a lovely view, perfect in all ways, encapsulating the entirety of the Onaxos harbor and the great sea wall beyond. But immediately below the house was a rather sheer cliff face that ended abruptly a distance down Albus did not care to contemplate. 
 
    It seemed the equivalent of leaping from the top of the head of the colossal statue of the divine Taalo and Toora in the Onaxos harbor. 
 
    There was a small but persistent voice in Albus’s head reminding him that not very many days before he had been prepared to jump off the sea wall of Onaxos—into the waiting jaws of sharks, even. Granted, it was either jump or be forced off, and both were intended to end fatally. But Albus longed for a shred of that courage to return, not because he wished to end up a splatter of bones and internal organs on that terrace far below—this was not a statement he felt obliged to make—but because he feared that fear itself might render him so inert as to waste any opportunity he might have to enact his escape. 
 
    Albus approached the balcony, stepped out onto its grey stone floor, put one hand on the iron railing. A few raindrops stained the stones around his feet, the first rain Albus had seen since coming to Onaxos. A bird dove from somewhere above Albus’s head to land in a crack in the cliff below him. He watched it flit here and there, pecking at insects, chittering as though impatient at itself.  
 
    Perhaps Albus could fashion wings of his own. 
 
    The thought sent his stomach plummeting. 
 
    No, there would be no flying to freedom. And yet the very outlandishness of the idea seemed to settle something within him. No flying, but he would find an alternative. He had to. Arconia, which Keleut had fixed on her horizon, might depend on his ability to do so. And if she succeeded there, she would turn her attention to the rest of the Seven Cities and remind them that the world had not forgotten the Alescus’ reign of terror.  
 
    Albus glanced down at the distant terrace once more, resolved to think of it no more. But as he turned to leave the balcony, his gaze strayed over the rain drops darkening the stone, merging as the drops fell faster and harder, fat and wet, until the growing stain threatened dominion over all.  
 
    And Albus had an idea. 
 
    He requested fish that night for dinner. Cooked and served whole. It arrived—with an apology from the servant who tried to explain that this was not how fish was cooked in Onaxos, and if it was improperly done and not to Albus’s liking, the Macedonos cook would be pleased to make him anything, anything at all—and Albus nearly gagged at the sight.  
 
    It was monstrously done—undercooked, he suspected, the eyeballs still jelly-like—but Albus declared it marvelous and shooed the servant away. And then promptly pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger in an attempt to ward off the overwhelming desire to fling it from the balcony.  
 
    Fortunately for him, he had never intended this particular fish for eating. 
 
    As such, Albus let the fish grow cold—which further contributed to its inedible state and general unpleasantness—and set about attempting to remove its bones from its insides. 
 
    Deboning. Yes, that was the term. Albus giggled, vaguely aware that his nerves were getting the best of him. And yet there was really no way of getting around the fact that what Albus proceeded to do to the fish could not be classified as deboning, which suggested elegant skill and expertise, delicate filets, and minimal mess. No, what Albus performed was nothing short of butchery. 
 
    This was perhaps in part due to his choice of tool—which was no choice at all. With no other implement available to him, Albus had been forced to wield a letter opener—very pretty, the handle inlaid with pink shells. And yet he could not entirely blame the dull edge, for Albus had never deboned a fish in his life. 
 
    The result was, in short, a sacrilege against the art form, but it did yield Albus exactly what he needed: a supply of tiny, translucent fish bones.  
 
    No sooner had he extracted the final bones from the tail than a knock on his door startled him so severely that the letter opener, the pretty handle now slick with fishy juices, slipped from his grasp and went spinning across the smooth stone floor. Albus froze, his gaze darting from the letter opener to his messy hands to the fish remains spread on the table before him. 
 
    “Albus?” 
 
    Keleut. The pirate captain rapped on the door a second time in the absence of an answer from Albus. 
 
    Seven days had passed, seven days full of opportunities to knock on his door—and she chose the moment in which Albus had begun fashioning the means of an escape. 
 
    “A moment,” he called out, still hovering, half standing, half sitting, over the fish bones. He winced at the waver in his voice he was fairly sure Keleut would hear, then swept the fish bones toward the edge of the table with one hand and proceeded to shove them, messily, into a pocket of his robe. He then unfolded the linen napkin delivered with his dinner and spread it out over the rest of the fish carcass, patting it gently here and there for absolutely no reason at all. Spinning toward the door at last, Albus’s toes sent the letter opener sliding clear across the chamber until it disappeared under an elaborately carved wooden trunk, where retrieval would be nearly impossible. There was no time to contemplate it. Wiping his hands on the robe—perhaps a better employment for the napkin than serving as a shroud for the fish, but what was done was done—Albus reached the door. Taking as deep a breath as his racing heart would allow, Albus cracked it open. 
 
    “My apologies, I was admiring my view,” Albus said. “You know how easy it is to get lost in a good view.”  
 
    Keleut’s expression suggested she did not know this. Her nose wrinkled slightly, and Albus could see she was trying to look around him. 
 
    “Dinner,” he said, smiling in a manner he was sure was most unconvincing. “Delightful,” he added. If his heart beat any faster, Albus was fairly certain it might seize up. 
 
    “Official alliance negotiations begin tomorrow so that we may draw up the papers,” Keleut said. “As my interpreter, Master Tarvonos, you’ll be present.” She drew out the syllables of the false name he had given to the twins upon arrival in Onaxos. “I trust you’ll be prepared first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” Albus asked, because it was apparent he needed to say something. 
 
    The frown returned. “You tell me. You’re the one who’s been out of the city with Aurelian nox Macedonos for three days. Without a word to me,” she added. 
 
    That was interesting. Albus tried not to let this show on his face. “Oh. Yes,” he said. The fact that Keleut had been under the impression that Albus had been somewhere other than his chamber was most curious. “Don’t worry, I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Good,” Keleut said. “I’d rather not have to tell the twins that you are not who you say you are. You’ve developed quite the rapport with them. I wouldn’t want to come between you.” 
 
    Albus swallowed. “You mean you’d rather not have to tell them that you can understand their Bellaran perfectly well. We have both been duplicitous, Keleut.” A true statement, but not one likely to endear him to the pirate. 
 
    Keleut’s expression hardened, and Albus was reminded of their first meeting and the way she had dispatched—murdered—a man with no more than a flick of her wrist. She was still that pirate with teeth clinking in her braids. 
 
    “Perhaps it is time we both put an end to our charades,” Albus said. 
 
    Keleut, apparently inclined to ignore his words, glanced over Albus’s shoulder once more, then returned her gaze to him. “I’ll be here at first light.” And then she was gone, turning away from the door. As she moved down the lantern-lit hall and faded from view, Albus saw the shadow of a trident on the painted wall. His stomach lurching, he shoved the door closed and stepped back quickly, as though the shadow might slink between the cracks at any moment.  
 
    The hallway remained quiet on the other side of the door and Albus let out a sigh of relief. He brought a hand up to rub at the moisture on his hairline—and immediately recoiled at the fish smell on his palm. He looked at his hands and saw they were smeared with a faint residue of fish. But a bath would have to wait, at least until he had taken care of the remains of his dinner. 
 
    Grimacing, he took up the tray with the deboned fish under the napkin and carried it to the balcony. The rain of the morning had drifted out to sea, leaving behind bright skies falling into night. With a flick of his wrists, Albus dumped the fish from the tray—or tried. It stuck with a conviction it had surely never felt while alive, forcing Albus to wave his arms about in a rather wild manner until at last the fish disengaged. Albus watched it fall—with the white linen trailing after it—and too late thought to look to see if there were any unfortunate evening strollers occupying the terrace below. He looked now, but the dimming light made it impossible to know for sure. Perhaps that was for the best.  
 
    Returning to the chamber, Albus removed the fish bones from his pocket and set them on the now empty tray. He looked down on them, aware he had come to the point in his scheme from which there was no return.  
 
    Albus decided to push that point just a bit further into the future. Resolving not to think on what he was about to do, he pulled the lever next to his door and waited for the answering servant to appear.  
 
    In the work of a moment, Albus was once more peering through his door, only this time he was requesting a bath. The results were prompt, and Albus did not have to wait long before a copper tub was hauled into the room and filled to the brim with, if not steaming, at least warm water. 
 
    No, there was no need to remain, he did not need assistance, he assured the servants. No, he did not need to be oiled or to have scents combed through his hair. At last, Albus was left in peace. Disrobing, he slipped into the water—and then proceeded to sit rather uncomfortably. At least the smell of fish was dissipating, but Albus had never been one to lounge in a bath. Eska had extolled the virtues of a good hot bath on more than one occasion, and Albus understood why steam and warmth could, logically, induce a state of relaxation. No such state was induced, however. If anything, the knot burrowing into Albus’s stomach seemed to grow larger with every moment he spent in the tub, and at last Albus emerged and dripped his way across the stone floor to a dressing robe that had been set out on the bed. 
 
    The time had come. He knew this. His mind insisted on it. It would not be long before a servant returned to remove the tub. It had to be done before then. And yet his mind found a stubborn opponent within itself—because Albus had never done what he was about to do and did not know the precise result. 
 
    He knew the basics of what was likely to happen. After all, he had known from a young age that his body had a very negative reaction to the consumption of fish. A rash on his face, to start, followed by an unpleasant—to put it lightly—constricting of his throat muscles. Though he did not remember the particular incident, he had been told he had almost died once. As such, when Albus had begun to formulate this ridiculous plan, eating the fish was out of the question. To do so would be to risk rendering himself truly helpless and incoherent—and certainly death was a possibility. But somewhere along the meandering path of his studies in the Lordican, he had come to understand that ingestion was not the only means of inducing the body to react to the substance it so abhorred. 
 
    Hence the small pile of bones. 
 
    Albus approached the table slowly, chided himself for treating it like a predator about to strike, and plucked up one of the thin, nearly transparent bones. 
 
    “I do hope this works,” he said to the empty air. 
 
    And then jabbed it into the soft flesh of the underside of his left wrist, just where a blue vein pressed against the surface of his skin. 
 
    Having no notion of how long it would take to have an effect, Albus knew he would have to work quickly. With far more precision than he had brought to the deboning process, Albus pushed the robe from his shoulders and began to stab himself with the bones, first up one arm, being sure to strike close to the veins, and then down the other. By the time he reached the opposite wrist, dizziness had set in, requiring Albus to concentrate hard in order not to miss. He glanced at himself, only partially aware that he was swaying rather like a sapling in a brewing storm, and laughed in a very un-Albus manner at the sight of himself as a human pincushion. The skin around each bone was raised and red—and, oh yes, there it was—terribly itchy. 
 
    There were two bones remaining. For good measure, Albus jabbed them into his neck. It was only in this moment that he understood the flaw in his plan. It would not do to be found with the bones in his skin. He needed to look ill, not deranged. Another laugh, this one more Albus-like as nerves threatened to take hold. And so, with painstaking tediousness thanks to the inability of his eyes to focus and the pounding in his head—that was new, how interesting—Albus plucked each bone free from his irritated skin and returned them to the tray. Tottering severely now, Albus lurched his way to the balcony and tipped the tray over the edge. 
 
    “An offering for you, Taalo and Toora,” he said, giggling. Somewhere below, the silver tray clattered against the cliff, and Albus wondered who might discover the odd remains of his uneaten dinner and if it might be taken as a sign from the twin gods. “No one can take a shit in this city without attributing it as a gift from those twins,” he said, then laughed and covered his mouth at the very unscholarly words.  
 
    He didn’t quite make it back into the chamber, though how he got to his knees he couldn’t fathom. And his skin really was very itchy. That was annoying. Yes, annoying. He slumped to the side and landed on one shoulder—why did the floor have to be so hard?—and then his cheek was on the stone, and Albus Courtenay sank into darkness. At least it wasn’t itchy there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    “Well, that’s new.” 
 
      
 
    The fire wasn’t her fault. 
 
    This was the first coherent thought Manon was aware of in the moments after the crowned figure appeared over the Verdienne gate and demanded the attention of those gathered below.  
 
    Relief followed quickly on the heels of that thought—relief that the destruction and death was not of her doing. 
 
    That relief, however, was shattered a moment later when the figure in the gold skull mask leaned one hip against the parapet in a casual manner directly at odds with his commanding words and voice. Manon recognized it at once as Perrin’s movement—as, apparently, did the thing that was not her brother. The figure readjusted his stance in an instant and spread his arms wide. As the fabric of his cloak drew back, Manon saw that the silver crown was not the only item he had acquired in the days since she had last laid eyes on him. Dark armor covered his torso and arms, intricate even from that distance, blackened steel etched with delicate patterns. There was beauty there, but the cruel sort. 
 
     And there, suspended over the chest piece from a chain, a bronze disc, the larger cousin of the one in Manon’s pocket, a confirmation of Alexandre de Minos’s suspicion. The bronze was plain and dull, unremarkable next to the gleaming gold mask and far less eye-catching than the sharp shards of silver that formed the crown. But Manon’s throat tightened at the sight of it, and she had to force herself to breathe again. 
 
    “Kneel before your king.”  
 
    The voice once more hit Manon like a gust of wind and seemed to reverberate off Vincenzo and the others, echoing around Manon until she longed to clap her hands over her ears. “Kneel, and your loved ones will be returned to you.” Softer now, a caress that sent Manon’s skin crawling. She saw Vincenzo, his face slack, falter, saw his knees start to bend, but Telemon shored him up with a hand to his shoulder. Manon would have sworn she saw the gold skull grin a little wider. Surely not. Surely a trick of the light.  
 
    “Defy me,” the figure said, the voice a roaring whisper, smooth and sweet and deadly, “defy me and the fires return.” One of his outstretched hands flared with flames. They spread slowly up his arm, bright tongues licking the black steel with agonizing tenderness. When at last they reached his neck, the figure tilted his head back, like a cat enjoying a ray of sunshine, and then in an instant the fire was snuffed out, and he was staring down at Manon and the others once more. 
 
    “Who are you?” Captain Lumero shouted. Her voice shook, but she stood with her feet planted wide, one hand on the hilt of the sword at her belt. 
 
    Manon expected the figure to shrug this question off. In truth, she expected a ball of fire to engulf them. But the man with the golden skull seemed to consider this, as though he had not considered it before, as though the very thought was unfamiliar. 
 
    Perrin. Manon wanted to tell him his name was Perrin Barca, that he was not this thing of gold and silver and blackened armor. That he was her brother, and his veins ran free from Carrier blood.  
 
    At last, the thing that was not her brother spoke. “I am the One Who Came Before,” he said, “and I am all that is yet to come.” He seemed to look them each in the eye, the dark sockets of the golden skull boring into Manon first, then falling on the pregnant woman last and lingering there. “You.” Manon could see the rapid rise and fall of her chest. “You will have a child.” The golden skull tilted slightly. “Do you wish your child to have a father? Kneel, and he lives.” 
 
    The woman sank like a stone, her head bowed as tears began to course silently down her cheeks. 
 
    Again the skull seemed to smile. Manon wanted to look away, forced herself to hold that empty, grinning gaze.  
 
    “See how easy,” the crowned figure said. “See how painless. Yield, all of you, and know my love.” 
 
    It ought to have been Vincenzo who spoke, he whose father had once held a place on Verdienne’s council, he whose fine clothes and unweathered face suggested the illusion of strength. But it was Telemon who dared to defy. Manon could see what the grey-haired man meant to do in the way his hand shook as he removed it from Vincenzo’s shoulder, could see it in the step he took—a single step, but unmistakable in its intent. He lifted his head, turned his face to the golden skull, and called out in a clear, ringing voice. 
 
    “Verdienne has no king. Bellara has no king.” 
 
    After, Manon heard it said, first from the mouth of Vincenzo and later repeated by Captain Lumero, that it happened instantly—that one moment Telemon was alive and the next he was dead, sprawled face down in the sand. But Manon saw something else—felt something else—in the short silence that followed Telemon’s brave, foolish declaration. 
 
    It was the sand, just there, around the old man’s feet. Manon saw it move, shifting as though inhaling, saw grains of sand rise into the air and hover level with the laces of Telemon’s boots. And then Telemon fell and the sand fell with him and Manon felt the bronze disc next to her heart grow warm. 
 
    The sensation faded before the pregnant woman’s sob rent the air, but Manon knew it to be real, knew as surely as she knew Telemon to be beyond help, that the disc concealed in her pocket was speaking to the disc around the neck of the man who was not her brother. She wondered how much time she had before the One Who Came Before knew it too. 
 
    “Kneel,” the crowned man said once again, his voice harsher than before. 
 
    And they did. Vincenzo first, his hands shaking as he pressed his palms against the sand and bowed his head. Lumero second, back straight but the defiance gone from her eyes. 
 
    Kneeling was not a thing a Barca did. Subjugation was unthinkable. Not to be tolerated. Reputations were built on triumph not fealty. For a moment, as Manon gazed up at the figure in steel and silver, his crown blinding in a sudden burst of sunlight, she felt her father’s presence beside her. And there, just next to him, her dead brother Victor, as dark and brooding as he ever was in life. Both of them would have flirted with death in her place, she knew. And both of them would have believed they could conquer it, her father with his golden voice, her brother with brute force. 
 
    Manon knelt. 
 
    But in the instant she dropped her gaze from the man who called himself a king, she knew one thing more. 
 
    She saw his shoulders sag, saw one hand jerk up to his chest, an involuntary spasm.  
 
    And when he spoke again to praise their wisdom, his voice was still harsh, still a threat wrapped in silk, but there was strain there, too, strain within the deadly song. 
 
    The One Who Came Before was tired.  
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    It was Vincenzo who hissed in Manon’s ear as they passed through the gate into Verdienne. Whatever force had held it closed had melted away, no doubt at the crowned man’s command, and at his bidding, the four of them crossed the sand and stepped under the shadow of the gatehouse. Telemon’s body was left where it had fallen. 
 
    “Manon?”  
 
    She meant to cast a withering glance his way. Meant to snarl at him in the hopes of driving him to seek reassurance from Captain Lumero—or anyone but Manon, really.  
 
    But no words passed her lips on account of the fact that her first sight of the new Verdienne turned her tongue to stone in her mouth.  
 
    Yes, there was ash and smoldering ruins. Yes, there was smoke and destruction. Manon saw bodies half-buried under fallen timbers. The waters of a fountain in the middle of the plaza just inside the gate gurgled muddily into the sludge-filled basin. The plaza was a wasteland of debris and drifting ashes. But there was also a thing of such astonishing beauty that Manon found it difficult to look away.  
 
    Across the plaza, three shattered statues lay in pieces around their plinths. Whatever form they had taken, Manon would never know. But the fourth stood yet—a woman astride a horse. She wore armor and brandished a sword as the horse reared beneath her. Manon did not know her name or her place in Verdienne’s history. But what had once been white stone veined with shades of grey was now black glass, smooth and polished and without flaw.  
 
    And as Manon gaped, she realized the statue was not the only thing inside the walls of Verdienne that had turned to glass. Here and there whole buildings stood amid their crumbling, charred brethren, seemingly unmarked by the fire that had ravaged the city in the night, and each made entirely of the same black glass. 
 
    “Beautiful, isn’t it.” 
 
    Manon flinched from the voice and turned. The One Who Came Before stood close—too close—though Manon had not heard him descend from the gatehouse or approach. Whatever weariness she had seen and heard had vanished. The golden skull grinned endlessly, but what set Manon on edge as she found him no more than an arm’s length away was the immense stillness of the armored figure, an unnatural quiet that seemed to hold the very air around him.  
 
    “What do you want from us?” 
 
    She had not intended to speak or draw unnecessary attention to herself. Such a thing, in the wake of Telemon’s sudden death, did not seem especially wise. But the words slipped free on a voice that hardly seemed her own.  
 
    She got an answer. But despite the fact that she found herself fixed in place by the weight of the skull’s stare, despite the fact that the One Who Came Before laughed—which was, incidentally, the most beautiful sound she could ever remember hearing—despite all this, Manon could not have repeated that answer. Because in that moment on that strangest of all days, something more extraordinary than all that had come before happened. A voice whispered inside her head. 
 
    This ought to have broken her. Sapped her last resolve. Bewildered her mind. After all, one does not typically expect to hear a voice other than one’s own in one’s head. But Manon felt none of this. Instead, her heart seemed to bound free of her chest. If asked, she would have said she had never understood what it meant to burst with joy until that moment. 
 
    Because the whisper was Perrin’s voice. And he said her name. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There were survivors inside Verdienne. 
 
    Manon—understandably—had assumed the One Who Came Before had lied about this, a pretty lie, catering to the deepest desires of those who had escaped the fire. Those like the pregnant woman who now embraced her husband, both of them on their knees, their arms wrapped so tight around each other Manon felt her own chest constrict with the pressure. 
 
    But Luca was not among the men and women and children paraded into the plaza by the man with the silver crown, like so many gifts. Manon watched Vincenzo and the others greet those they knew among the small crowd, but she made no move forward after discovering no sign of Luca’s broad shoulders or familiar smile.  
 
    She told herself she had not expected to find him. After all, surely the dead in Verdienne outnumbered the living. But the ache that settled into her stomach as she stood in the shadow of the gatehouse—as far from the strange black glass as she could be—was, admittedly, rather like what she had felt as she had watched her brother Victor breathe his last, his chest rising in shallow gasps, his skin going pale before her eyes, the physician too late to do more than murmur words of regret and condolence. 
 
    Manon had raged, then, raged at the physician, raged at the walls as they closed in around her, raged, even, at Perrin when he had burst into the room where Victor died. She had churned with the need to burn something—anything—as the spark in her ribs flared nearly past her control. But there, in the plaza of Verdienne, under the watchful gaze of a man who was somehow both that very same Perrin and another creature entirely, her spark was very quiet, swallowed by the pit opening in her chest, a sensation so real, so visceral, Manon nearly expected to see an abyss when she took her gaze from the scene in the plaza and looked down at her torso.  
 
    There was nothing there, of course, but that was hardly reassuring. She wanted to see proof of the pain, a physical manifestation that could be treated—cured—cut out. Anything but another invisible scar.  
 
    Manon took a steadying breath—or as near to one as she could conjure—and risked a glance at the man in the crown, desperate for another sign that her brother was alive within that blackened steel. He was watching the reunion unfold, or at least she supposed he was. The dark eye sockets of the skull gave away nothing. There was certainly no trace of Perrin’s green eyes behind them, or the unfamiliar blue irises that had flashed into existence in the ruins of Elysium.  
 
    As though sensing her attention, the man looked up, that unfathomable gaze falling on her instantly. And then he was approaching, long strides eating up the stones of the plaza between them quickly, though he did not hurry. Manon swallowed, tried to summon anger—at Victor for dying, at her father for leaving her, at Luca though she knew he was blameless—tried to shield herself in the only way she knew. But her summons went unanswered, and when the man who called himself a king came to a halt before her, she knew he saw her for what she was: raw, exposed, defenseless. 
 
    “You are not of this place.” 
 
    It was not a question. Manon shook her head. 
 
    “And yet you look for someone.” The voice behind the skull no longer rumbled with force and power. 
 
    Manon nodded. 
 
    He held out his hand, the fingers of the dark steel gauntlet unfolding silently. “Then you should look. I know what it is to lose someone.” 
 
    Of the two, the gesture and the words, Manon could not have said which was more unexpected. She wet her lips, searching for a response. The man dropped his hand abruptly, as though annoyed with himself for offering it, and Manon braced for his anger—but it never came. Instead, he turned on his heel and walked away, his cloak rippling behind him, ash drifting in his wake—no, not drifting, Manon realized, not at the mercy of the currents in the air. No, it moved with him, rising to meet each footfall, swirling around his ankles with each stride, before falling inert once more, just like the sand at Telemon’s feet,  
 
    Manon wondered if he would notice if she turned and slipped out of the gate and walked away from Verdienne forever. He was right. She was not of this place. She was not of these people.  
 
    And yet he had told her to look.  
 
    Before she could change her mind—in truth, before she quite knew what she was doing—Manon pushed herself away from the gate. She moved northwest through the plaza, stepping around rubble and the deepest piles of ash, then continued on that trajectory, aiming for the place she estimated the inn had once stood as she picked her way through the streets of Verdienne. For reasons she could not put name to, she skirted around the patches of black glass she encountered on the streets and steered clear of the buildings that had transformed, but when she reached a broad intersection near the western wall, there was no avoiding it. And there, across the flat, eerie surface, the burned remains of the inn smoldered still. 
 
    The inn had held its structure better than many of the neighboring buildings. The lower level was charred but largely intact. The roof had caved in entirely, however, exposing the upper story to the sky. There was no sign of movement, no bodies in the street.  
 
    Manon looked down at the black glass at her feet. Her reflection looked back, faint and distorted, but there. Slowly, Manon went down to one knee. She reached out one hand, let it hover over the flawless surface, watched the glass absorb her hand’s shadow, saw it flash with blues and reds and purples as sunlight and smoke danced in the air above. Though logic dictated the glass was only a veneer, Manon could not help but feel that she was looking into endless blackness. And then at last she lowered her palm to the glass. 
 
    It was cool to the touch. Unnaturally smooth. But nothing more. It certainly didn’t pull her into its depths or devour her hand—both of which had seemed like distinct possibilities a moment before. 
 
    Manon took a deep breath, got to her feet, and crossed over to the inn, her boots silent on the glass. The door of the inn was ajar, hanging awkwardly from its hinges, and the top of the frame was slightly bowed under the redistributed weight of the upper floors. The air inside was thick with dust and ash, and Manon brought her arm up to cover her mouth and nose as she stepped across the threshold. 
 
    The body was exactly where she had known it would be, exactly where she had left it. The woman’s arm was still outstretched, her fingers still reaching for Manon. Her skin was grey with grime, and her dead eyes stared across the floorboards. Manon moved past her quickly, trying not to see the marks in the ash around the woman’s knees and feet—disturbances that told a story of struggle, of desperate attempts to escape from the smoke.  
 
    The staircase loomed before Manon, transformed by fallen timbers and debris into a steep, treacherous ascent, a charred hand visible beneath the rubble. She placed one foot on the pile, testing it with only a fraction of her weight. It held, though ominous creaking suggested a less than ideal degree of fragility. 
 
    “Luca?” Manon directed her voice upward and held her breath in the silence that followed. No response. Of course there wasn’t a response. Manon shook her head at her foolishness and took a determined step forward, aware that she was likely moments away from bringing the rest of the inn down on herself.  
 
    She was three steps from the bottom when the pile began to shift beneath her hands and feet. A mad scramble had the desired effect of getting her to the top and the—questionable—safety of the second story landing and the equally undesirable consequence of sending the debris cascading down to the common room floor where it clattered and landed with enough force to kick up a fresh cloud of ash. As it settled, Manon saw she was stranded, separated from the ground floor by the gaping absence of stairs of any kind. Only a few supports remained, and these were so heavily charred, Manon could not understand why they were not already dust. 
 
    With only one option before, her Manon continued to climb, testing each stair carefully, stepping over the massive timber that had nearly crushed her the night before.  
 
    She emerged into the hall of the second floor. Where the rooms on the right-hand side had once been, nothing but open air remained. A single doorframe stood upright—just below, Manon realized, where the door to her own room on the third floor ought to have been. To her left, the rooms were largely intact, if blackened and flame-licked beyond recognition.  
 
    She searched each room, fighting against the urge to make quick work of it before the inn collapsed. Three times she had to stop and retreat to the hall in search of fresher air. Twice she thought she found Luca, rushing forward to roll a body face up only to discover a stranger’s eyes looking back at her. She closed those eyes, crossed the arms over the chest, tried to give some semblance of dignity to the dead, a mindless task performed on instinct. 
 
    It was the last room, its entry barricaded by fallen timbers, that brought her to her knees.  
 
    It shouldn’t have, she told herself. It was no different from the rest—a scene of death like the others. 
 
    But the others had not contained three children in nightgowns, their small hands entwined together. The others did not have the body of a man, his strong arms wrapped around a fourth child, his bow useless against such a foe, his pack discarded for more precious cargo. 
 
    They had been trapped, Manon understood, unable to breach the timbers that stood higher than the tallest of the children. Luca could have. Alone, unburdened, the hunter would have made short work of the barricade. Manon sank back on her heels and closed her eyes against the tears that threatened to spill forth, but the darkness behind her lids revealed the terrified faces of four children, of Luca speaking promises he could not keep as smoke gathered like a shroud, and Manon jerked back, her breath coming heavy and hard, her eyes opening wide. It took a long moment to regain some semblance of composure. 
 
    Manon was not in the habit of seeking forgiveness, indeed, of even feeling the need for it. But as she stared unseeing at the form of the man who insisted on being her friend, who had made her smile despite herself, she would have given a great deal to hear his voice again, to tell him she was sorry. 
 
    But when she opened her mouth to speak, the closest she could come to that was, “You should have stayed in Licenza,” which was really not very close at all. 
 
    And yet a curious thing happened next—Luca’s eyelids fluttered. 
 
    Manon sucked in a breath, not daring to move lest she somehow disturb the illusion before her—for surely it was an illusion, one last cruel trick of her eyes, deceiving her into holding on to hope. And Manon knew better than to cling to hope. 
 
    And yet Luca, fittingly, seemed to be insisting she do exactly that. She saw the eyelids move again, saw a lock of the child’s hair shift on his chest, which Manon could not find a means of explaining other than that the hunter’s lungs yet functioned within his ribcage. 
 
    Manon leaned forward, one hand outstretched, telling herself he was dead even as she touched her fingers to the inside of his wrist in search of a pulse. 
 
    There. Faint and weak. And yet it seemed to Manon the boldest of insults to death. 
 
    There was no waking him. She discovered that quickly enough. No response to her touch or voice. No movement when she extracted the child from his arms. And then there was the staircase—or lack thereof—to consider. Manon scanned the room—perhaps the window?—and gasped when she turned back toward the doorway. The One Who Came Before was watching her, framed by the harsh light of the exposed sky above. 
 
    “I can help,” he said. 
 
    “Do you always move so silently?” Manon flung the sharp question on instinct, trying to disguise her discomfort, as though the man opposite her were not capable of reducing her to a memory in an instant.  
 
    He was quiet for a moment, as though he enjoyed making her wait. “More or less,” he said at last. He stepped into the room, his dark gaze raking over the four children and falling on Luca at last. Somehow Manon did not think the golden skull concealed remorse. “I can help,” he said again. “I can save him.” A heavy pause. “For a price, of course.” And with that his attention came to rest on Manon. 
 
    She smelled lemons in that moment. Heard the archduke’s voice making her an offer, binding her to him. Tasted the wine they had shared that day in his garden. Felt the complete and utter lack of control that had washed over her when she had agreed. It was not a feeling she enjoyed. And yet— 
 
    “Name it,” Manon said.  
 
    The crowned man took a step toward her. Manon again felt the unnatural stillness emanating from him. The empty eyes held her gaze. She did not know if she should feel anger or fear—anger at him for forcing her to choose, or fear of the price he would name. The result of this inner conflict was that for the first time, she felt no desire to recoil from the darkness she saw looking back at her. An improvement, at least. 
 
    “What is the name of this place?” he asked.  
 
    “Verdienne,” Manon said. 
 
    “Verdienne,” he repeated, testing the word. If he found it pleasing or familiar, the mask revealed nothing. “I will draw the smoke from his lungs, and you will seek out and bring before me every man, woman, and child of Carrier blood in Verdienne. That is what I ask for in return.” 
 
    For a man who had just burned half a city and slaughtered dozens, the price was not nearly as grim as Manon had anticipated. She could not fathom what he wanted with the Carriers of Verdienne. But through her confusion, Manon understood one thing to be true. For all his power, for all his ability, the One Who Came Before could not sense the Carrier gift within her. Or, it seemed, in anyone. 
 
    “How will I know them? The Carriers?” Better to seem ignorant than too quick to understand.  
 
    “That is for you to discover. Decide,” the man who called himself king commanded. 
 
    “He will be himself again?” Manon asked. “Not like...” Her voice faded away to nothing as she realized what word was coming next. 
 
    He finished for her. “Like me? Is this what you fear?” A deep, mirthless laugh rumbled forth. “There are none like me.” He tilted his head, the movement oddly casual, almost lazy, and that empty gaze seemed to dig deeper. “Choose now.” 
 
    Manon looked down at Luca’s face. “Save him and it will be done.” 
 
    The flames flickered into existence slowly, crawling with languid ease across his gauntlet until the steel was encased in white fire. Mesmerizing and soft and beautiful. Manon stared in wonder, trying to foresee how he would use them to revive Luca.  
 
    But this was no healing fire. 
 
    With a sudden gesture, the One Who Came Before shot a bolt of white flames across the room and out the door. Manon ducked, the bright light searing her vision, and pressed her face into Luca’s sleeve, her hands clutching at him, though whether to protect him or save herself, she could not have said. She heard the roar of flames, heard timber and stone shatter, felt the floor beneath her shudder. And then all was quiet—but for the ringing in Manon’s ears. 
 
    She lifted her head, blinking away the spots of white still marring her vision. The One Who Came Before stood in the doorway once again, a towering black figure, his silver crown nearly scraping the frame, and for a moment Manon thought she saw the air around him shimmer and waver. But there was no heat on the air, no hot wave escaping to the open sky. She blinked again, rising unsteadily to her feet, taking a hesitant step toward the door, and then another, and only then did she understand what he had done. 
 
    Beyond him, what was left of the inn had transformed to black glass, shining and lustrous and so very, very deep. Every splintered piece of wood, every shattered stone, turned smooth and solid and black. And where the ruined staircase had stood, the glass angled down, forming a shallow ramp to the ground floor. 
 
    Suddenly aware her curiosity had brought her within a hand’s span of the crowned man’s shoulder, Manon stiffened and leaned away. But as she did so, he turned to face her. The chin of his golden mask seemed to hang closer to his chest, and for the first time she was aware of the rise and fall of his chest, a shaky inhale followed by a forced exhale. 
 
    “You will carry him,” he said. Without another word, he turned and swept down his hall of glass, his black cloak whispering behind him. 
 
    Were he anyone else—well, and perhaps the archduke of Arconia, if she were being honest—Manon would have protested the ridiculous nature of this command. After all, Luca was considerably bulkier than Manon, and she was not in the habit of lifting grown men over her shoulders like so many turnips. 
 
    Manon slipped Luca’s bow between the straps of his pack, then hefted it over one shoulder. As she bent to grasp the hunter under his arms, it slipped and banged against her elbow almost instantly, upsetting her balance enough to cause her to plant one foot firmly on his shoulder. He did not seem overly bothered by this development. 
 
    “Lot of help you are,” Manon muttered. Not bothering to adjust the pack, Manon tightened her grip and adjusted her stance and heaved—to very little effect. Grunting, she heaved some more, straining with every inch of ground gained, until at last she achieved the hall. The smooth glass helped—the ramp was even more obliging, though the lack of friction did cause Manon to descend a touch too swiftly, which in turn caused her to lose her grip, which in turn sent Luca sliding the remaining distance unassisted. Manon winced as he came to a less than graceful stop, but a quick inspection after she hurried down the ramp herself suggested he was none the worse for the trip.  
 
    The One Who Came Before was waiting outside. His gaze was on the sky and one hand rested on the bronze disc that lay against the intricate patterned steel of his chest piece. Only when Manon had finally stretched Luca out on the ground before him did he turn his attention to her. Whatever weakness she had sensed in him before was gone. There was only gold and silver and steel—and that dark, endless gaze. 
 
    “Help him,” Manon said. She wiped a trickle of sweat from her forehead, felt the grime from her hands smear across her skin.  
 
    With a flourish of his cloak, the crowned man went to one knee next to Luca. Manon resisted the urge to take a step back and tried to steady herself by crossing her arms over her chest, but this only sent the thrumming of her heart pulsing through her arms—far too desperate, far too hopeful for her liking—and she quickly resorted to clenching her hands at her sides instead. 
 
    The One Who Came Before leaned over Luca, his silence and stillness so absolute, so tangible Manon felt she could reach out and touch it—if she wanted to, which she most certainly did not. 
 
    He touched the disc around his neck once more, this time with purpose, his gauntleted fingers cradling the edge, then placed his other hand on Luca’s chest, pushing aside the hunter’s collar until his steel rested against skin. 
 
    “He will bear my mark for the rest of his life,” the One Who Came Before said. He was not, Manon understood, asking permission. She held her breath, waited for Luca to spasm into wakefulness, waited for fire and glass and things she could not understand. 
 
    It was not, in the end, all that dramatic. 
 
    A moment of silence, the hazy smoke-filled air billowing around Manon, and then the man in the silver crown removed his hand.  
 
    He left a print behind, a dark impression of his gauntlet where the steel had made contact with Luca’s skin, not quite a hand and yet recognizable all the same—almost skeletal. 
 
    Manon knelt, her gaze fixed on the mark—not a burn, not a brand. Glass. No, not glass, she realized, as one finger brushed against the mark. The skin remained soft and supple, not hard and smooth. And yet Manon saw a ripple of light reflect and refract, saw hues she could not name, saw the same promise of infinite depth and darkness as she saw in the black glass on which Luca rested. 
 
    Manon raised her head, her gaze reaching upward to land on the One Who Came Before. He was standing over her, over them both, this thing that had whispered in Perrin’s voice, this thing that had poisoned a river with a touch, controlled the flight of birds, and turned a city to glass. And for the first time since that day in the ruins of Elysium, since she saw Perrin’s eyes wink out of existence, since white fire had shattered the sky, Manon understood that nothing would ever be the same. 
 
    “Manon.” 
 
    No, nothing would be the same, but Luca was alive.  
 
    Manon looked down. The mark was there, of course, shifting in the changing light. But where it had seemed dangerous and foreboding, now it seemed dull and lifeless—because Luca’s eyes were open and shone bright with a light that was entirely his own. 
 
    He pushed himself up on one arm, his gaze darting from the black glass beneath him to the golden skull above—then returning to Manon’s face. Her own gaze dropped, unbidden, to the mark on his chest, and though she jerked it away quickly, it was too late. Luca glanced down. 
 
    Silence. Manon held her breath.  
 
    “Well, that’s new.” Luca’s voice was soft as he contemplated the mark, but in that moment, Manon saw him as she had first seen him. Soaked to the skin, bedraggled, cursing cheerfully about being left to wait in the rain—and perfectly unconcerned about the fire in Manon’s palm.  
 
    Manon flung her arms around him, catching him in a clumsy embrace, her cheek pressed against his ear, the force of her movement nearly sending him off balance. He caught himself—caught her—and for a moment was still. Then his arms folded around her, and Manon could smell the smoke in his hair and the sweat on his skin, and she almost—but not quite—forgot the One Who Came Before was watching. 
 
    He did not hesitate to remind her. 
 
    “The Carriers. All of them,” he said, his voice rumbling like the sea once more. Manon broke away from Luca and looked up at the golden face and the crown to which she had knelt. Luca’s fingers lingered on her hip. “You have four days. Don’t disappoint me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Interlude 3 
 
      
 
    Excerpt from a treatise on Carrier substances by Chiara de Yverre, of the Piaro School in Rhia. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There is considerable debate about how Carrier substances ought to be classified and categorized. That debate is far beyond the narrow confines of this work, however, the curious reader may consult Masters Fidelio and de Mornay for arguments in favor of categorizing by use. I have chosen to follow Master Saltoro, who categorizes by material, and his stance that the wide variations in use dependent on an array of uncontrollable factors make this system of classification inherently unstable. 
 
      
 
    Saltoro separates Carrier substances into three categories: powder, liquid, and solid. Powder is the most common in the Seven Cities, at the time of writing, and is reputably the simplest to manufacture (see Section 3 for a comparison of the black market versus legitimate production and trade of all Carrier substances in the Seven Cities). Solids are generally referred to as gems, though they bear resemblance to proper items of that name only in general shape and size.  
 
      
 
    All three material types are capable of influencing and enhancing Carrier abilities, regardless of whether the Carrier in possession of them has an affinity for fire, water, or one of the rarer, poorly documented talents. The substances within each material type are developed, however, to suit a specific task or type of talent. A Carrier skilled with water, for instance, cannot use a powder that has been formulated to enhance fire skills. 
 
      
 
    Substances occupy a spectrum, both in breadth and depth of their enhancement abilities. The most primitive substances will offer a Carrier a small, generic boost. These can be effective for Carriers who have trouble using their skills consistently. A fire-wielding Carrier who has not trained and struggles even lighting a simple hearth fire, for example, could use a primitive fire substance to set a spark and shape a small flame. More powerful, honed substances can help a Carrier ignite a fire or control water from a great distance, while others can increase the scope of the area the Carrier can influence—to put it bluntly, they can allow a Carrier capable only of setting a simple bonfire to instead produce a conflagration. 
 
      
 
    There are two dangers inherent in using Carrier substances. The first is one of user-error. Carriers who dabble in the use of substances without understanding their components or properties can be overwhelmed by the results, causing damage to themselves, property, and others. Loss of life is not uncommon. The second danger is in the substances themselves. My research has shown that nearly all Carrier substances are naturally toxic. Toxicity is determined by the method of manufacture and the purity of the individual elements. A premiere substance is produced using only the finest components and under very strict manufacturing procedures. However, without a governing authority to oversee the production of substances in the Seven Cities, it is dependent on individuals, whether fabricators working alone or companies producing at a greater scale, to adhere to protocols—or not—as they choose.  
 
      
 
    Carriers who keep a supply of substances on hand, an expensive preference, tend to develop close relationships with a producer of choice, who they can trust to create substances at a high standard. Those who cannot afford to pay for quality or who buy so rarely as to be uniformed take a risk with every substance purchased or traded for. Manufacturers operating illegally or with questionable business practices do not tend to trust strangers, as discovered in my research, and will not tolerate many questions about the quality of their product.  
 
      
 
    The use of substances may also require devices to function properly. These are typically crafted to control the flow of power from the Carrier to the substance so as to create a disciplined reaction. A device may also propel an inferior substance into one of more viable quality, though the finest, purest substances require no device to achieve the full benefits (for a full discussion of Carrier devices, see Section 6). 
 
      
 
    To conclude this introduction, I shall turn to one final piece of the study of Carrier substances, though it is one often ignored—that is, the question of whether substances are a crutch to be scorned or a tool to be lauded. Does use of a substance reflect poorly on a skilled, powerful Carrier? Or does it indicate practicality in the search for perfection?  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    “I told you we should have gone around.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing you need to worry about, my lady. You are perfectly safe while I live.” 
 
    As reassurances go, this one was not particularly satisfactory to Eska. Especially considering the grim expressions on the faces of the thirty-odd mounted warriors surrounding Eska, her uncle, the Firenzia crew members, and their Anderran escort—which was, incidentally, fewer in number than thirty. 
 
    “And if you are no longer living?” Eska asked, not bothering to do so under her breath. 
 
    The Anderran captain smiled as though his teeth alone could protect her. Admittedly, it was a good smile, brilliant, charming, and easily given, and the face behind the smile was the opposite of unpleasant. However, the man attached to that face had made it clear in the days since their departure from Rhoxanos that he viewed Eska as nothing more than a luxurious ornament, something to admire but not respect. It was now apparent that he also did not consider her capable of sarcasm. 
 
    “Your fear is touching, my lady,” he said, “but these warriors are no match for me or my men.” 
 
    The arrow that sprouted suddenly in the dirt very near to his horse’s feet was the sort of thing that might give a more pragmatic man some reason for concern. Captain Txatu, to his credit, did not flinch, but Eska was fairly certain this was more due to stubborn and willful misinterpretation of the situation than bravery. 
 
    Txatu dismounted and stepped forward to pluck the arrow from the dirt. He snapped it in half and addressed the warriors in a combination of Anderran and Vardu, the language of the tribal lands that spread north and east of Anderra. His respectable vocabulary in multiple languages was no doubt part of the reason he had been chosen by Prince Frantzisko for the task of escorting the Firenzia crew in their journey to Sandalese, but given that his attitude suggested incompetence in other areas, Eska did not trust him to properly treat with the Vardini warriors. A few wild gestures and forceful words later, Eska turned slightly in her saddle to Valentin de Caraval. 
 
    “I told you we should have gone around,” she said quietly. 
 
    Her uncle’s lips compressed slightly, but he said nothing, his gaze fixed on Captain Txatu. They had debated the route since leaving Rhoxanos—take the straighter path through the verdant Vardini plains, which were full of game, fresh water, and, incidentally, Vardini, or add three days by traveling around to the north. The longer route through drier, harsher (and emptier) grasslands was not without its difficulties, but they were well-provisioned, and Eska knew the Vardini to be quick-tempered and unpredictable in their reaction to travelers crossing their lands.  
 
    “I don’t suppose you have anyone who speaks Vardu on your crew?” Eska asked. She was fairly sure he didn’t. While the Seven Cities attracted people from all sides of the Anerrean Sea and beyond, the Vardini were small in number and not known to travel outside of their ancestral lands. 
 
    Valentin shook his head slightly. 
 
    “At least the Vardini have more respect for women than our Anderran friends,” Eska said. “If we are taken captive, I’m likely to survive, at least for a time.” She said it lightly, not yet willing to show her uneasiness, but Eska’s heart raced, and the sweat beading on her hairline was not solely the result of the hot sun. The truth was they were outnumbered and surrounded, and Eska did not much care for those odds—especially when the outcome of the confrontation was largely out of her hands.  
 
    Captain Txatu turned back to Eska and Valentin. He was no longer smiling. “The savages are insisting on a toll,” he snarled. “For the privilege of crossing the plains unaccosted.” 
 
    “Captain,” Eska said, her voice sharp, “might I suggest refraining from such derogatory language.” 
 
    Txatu turned his snarl on Eska. “They are insisting that we killed one of their sacred antelope last night. I will call them what I wish.” 
 
    “You and I both know we did not do as they say. And yet,” Eska said through gritted teeth, “in light of the thirty arrows pointed at our heads, perhaps we ought to adopt a more conciliatory manner, Captain.” 
 
    They had not so much as seen any of the pale, horned antelope the Vardini believed to be the form their gods took when walking the world of men. Plenty of their tawny-colored cousins had loped here and there as Eska and her party began their foray into the knee-high grasses the day before, but even those they had refrained from hunting, choosing instead to take a few of the long-eared hares that burst from hiding at their approach.  
 
    Captain Txatu remained unmoved. “Their bows will not withstand our steel.” He turned back to the warriors, but Eska urged her horse forward until she was level with him. 
 
    From her vantage point, Eska glared down at the Anderran captain. “Captain. You are charged with escorting us safely to Sandalese. Please consider how your current course of action is meant to keep us safe.” With the sun flaring behind Eska’s head, he had to squint to look up at her, and Eska was fairly sure half of his grimace was due to not being particularly fond of being looked down on by a woman. But she could also see that, despite the enormous lack of prudence he had so far displayed, her words were having an effect. She pressed her advantage before it slipped away. “Perhaps we could ask them about this toll. Politely.” 
 
    “You wish me to admit that we shot the beast?” This was clearly a distasteful notion to Captain Txatu. 
 
    Eska closed her eyes so as not to make the rolling happening beneath her lids quite so obvious. “Did those words leave my mouth?” She took a breath. “See if you can avoid further talk of antelopes entirely. Just find out what they want before one of them gets a twitchy finger.” 
 
    As though on cue, the Vardini chose that moment to run out of patience. 
 
    It was all very neatly done. A few arrows here, a tightening of the circle there— 
 
    Eska fell to the ground, her shoulder compressing painfully, only partially aware that a hand had dragged her from the saddle. Captain Txatu’s hand, apparently, in an effort to spare her from the arrows streaking above, only now the captain was struggling to breathe, and four arrows were embedded in his chest. Blood bubbled from his lips as he swayed for a moment, then he toppled into the grass and fell across Eska’s legs, pinning her to the ground. 
 
    Dragging herself out from under his dead weight, Eska stayed low to the earth, her world reduced to tall grass and blue sky. She heard a horse scream in pain, heard shouts and the clash of steel against steel, dodged a sudden flurry of hooves, and then another hand had her by the hair, and Eska was wrenched to her knees. Eyes watering with the sudden pain, she could not at first make out anything beyond the sea of grass swimming before her, but she could smell blood in the air. 
 
    It was Valentin’s face she saw first, when she blinked away the tears. Her uncle, too, was on his knees. Blood trickled from a cut on his cheekbone, and he looked unsteady, his gaze unfocused. A knife rested against his throat, wielded by a Vardini warrior—the one who had spoken with Txatu. 
 
    Around Eska, the dying groaned. She could see only two Anderran guards left among the living, though one looked as though he would succumb to the wound in his belly before the knife at his neck could do the job. His attempt at stemming the flow of blood with one hand was a futile endeavor. 
 
    The Firenzia crew, Eska saw, appeared unharmed, though they were huddled together beside their wagons, hemmed in by mounted warriors. 
 
    The hand in Eska’s hair yanked her head back, and she was given an upside down view of her captor’s face. Bald. Bearded. He spoke a few words Eska could not understand, the breath washing over her so foul she flinched from instinct and was rewarded with a tightened grip on her skull as her captor laughed. 
 
    Which was when Eska reached up and plunged her knife into his skull. 
 
    She didn’t remember drawing the knife from her boot—Perrin’s knife. She knew only that the bearded warrior had neglected to notice it. 
 
    Blood poured down his face, dripping in thick rivulets onto Eska’s skin. She was aware, distantly, of shouting she could not understand, but more importantly she was on her feet, the bloodstained blade steady in her hand as the bearded warrior collapsed with a thud behind her.  
 
    Silence over the sea of grass. Eska’s heart roared in her ears. The blood of the dead man dripped from her chin. She did not dare look at her uncle. 
 
    Frowning, the warrior with his knife on Valentin’s neck made a sharp gesture, and another Vardini man rushed forward. They traded places, and the first warrior, who moved with the same sort of prowl Eska had seen Alexandre de Minos employ on the training ground, took a step toward her, then another. His knife remained at his side, and his expression held more curiosity than bloodlust—though that was there too. After all, Eska had just plunged a knife into his companion’s head. 
 
    The warrior raised his left hand and held it out, palm up, before him. He looked at Eska intently. She didn’t move. He took another step, and Eska retreated one, brandishing the knife in a manner she hoped was intimidating. The warrior held his ground, then let his knife roll from his fingers and fall into the grass at his feet. Still he did not look away from Eska’s face. The fingers of his left hand crooked once, twice, a beckoning motion. He spoke a word. Beckoned again. 
 
    Eska hesitated, her mind whirring. She had no intention of surrendering her weapon, but nor could she fight off one Vardini warrior, much less all of them. Her gaze darted around the trampled grass, but there was no source of aid to be found. 
 
    Patience, it seemed, was not a Vardini ideal. With a sudden exhale, the warrior turned away from Eska and strode back to Valentin. He seized her uncle by the hair and began to drag him in the direction of his horse. Forced to keep up, Valentin found his feet, stumbling wildly in the warrior’s wake. The other Vardini warriors, acting on silent orders, stepped away from the Firenzia crew and the surviving Anderran soldiers. They remounted swiftly as their leader began to knot a rope around Valentin’s wrists. He, too, swung into his saddle, the other end of the rope in one hand, reins in the other. Only when he nudged his horse forward and Valentin staggered to keep up did Eska find her voice. 
 
    “Take me!” 
 
    At first she thought he meant to ignore her. But then, as one, the mounted warriors turned and wheeled back toward Eska. The leader rode straight for her, pulling up only at the last moment. His horse skidded to a stop in front of Eska, so close she could see its nostrils flutter as it let out a great breath. Valentin de Caraval sagged behind the horse, the rope alone holding him upright. 
 
    “Take me,” Eska said again, holding the warrior’s gaze. The words would mean nothing. “Me,” she said, pointing at her chest.  
 
    “Eska, no,” Valentin said, his voice a moan. 
 
    She would not look at him. Could not. 
 
    Eska let the bloody knife fall. “Me,” she repeated, tapping her chest once more. “Spare him. Spare them all.” 
 
    “No, no, Eska, don’t do this.” Valentin’s voice was a cracked, broken thing. 
 
    The warrior looked at Eska, his face as still and impervious as the expanse of sky above. After a long moment, he dismounted and walked a slow circle around Eska. She stared straight ahead, determined not to wilt despite the trembling in her knees. Without warning, the warrior snaked his arms around Eska and lifted her into his saddle, her instinctual flailing useless against his strength. He vaulted up behind her and took the reins, and then they were gone, the grasses whispering beneath the horse’s hooves, the steady drumming of the rest of the mounted warriors following behind. 
 
    Eska tried to look back, tried to catch one last glimpse of her uncle, wished she could say something, anything, to him, but she could not crane her neck to see past the warrior. She saw only the deep blue cloaks of the Vardini, flowing from their bare shoulders, saw horse tails and a flock of red and black birds burst from the grass and take flight—and then the warrior behind her put a hand to her shoulder, forcing her to face forward. He asked the horse for more speed, and Eska had no choice but to twist the mare’s grey mane between her fingers—fingers sticky with Vardini blood—and hold on as the world rushed by. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    PART TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “You know, if you kept your teeth to yourself, this would be more pleasant for the both of us.” 
 
      
 
    “Sit.” 
 
    The woman before Eska gestured down at the ground, the word coming off her tongue with forced precision, an unfamiliar word in an unfamiliar language. 
 
    Eska sat, lowering herself to the smooth hide—tawny brown and flecked with spots—that the woman indicated. She forced herself to keep her gaze on the woman’s dark eyes, though the desire to examine every inch of the hide structure and its contents was knocking incessantly around Eska’s mind, demanding attention. Albus would have recognized the look on her face, Eska knew, would have laughed as he watched her brain try—and fail—to catalog everything she saw. Which is not to say Albus himself would have been immune. After all, neither he nor Eska had much knowledge of the Vardini clans beyond what they might have gleaned here and there while researching other subjects. But while the librarian would have been content to look from a distance, Eska very much wanted to touch, to feel, to hold—an impulse often considered impolite.  
 
    Sitting helped. So did the knowledge that she was currently occupying ambiguous status. Prisoner, yes, of this she had little doubt. But there were no bindings holding her wrists, no injuries upon her person. And she was alive, so that had to count for something. 
 
    Eska waited, trying to content herself with admiring the woman’s fine features, a long nose, full lips, and a most impressive mane of dark curls. She wore an unremarkable tunic, enhanced only by tiny beads lining the neck. Her belt was merely a strip of unrefined leather, looped over itself and resting on her hips. But if Eska knew anything about the Vardini it was that the clans were matriarchal in structure—and the woman’s long silver earrings, long enough to brush her shoulders, indicated she was next in line to lead this particular clan. 
 
    Of course, this immediately set Eska to pondering why she had been brought before this woman and not the leader, who would have worn similar earrings with the singular difference of a loose silver chain connecting the two and draped across her collarbone. Given their inability to communicate, Eska was not sure she would ever learn the answer. 
 
    They had ridden until dusk, the plains seemingly endless no matter how swiftly the horses ate the ground beneath them, each gentle roll in the landscape the only change to the horizon. She was ignored throughout the journey, merely a burden occupying space on the warrior’s saddle. They made no stops, no alteration to their course, and by the time the sky was purple and grey and they splashed across a narrow stream snaking through the grass and Eska saw the rounded hide structures of the Vardini encampment, her legs were useless jelly, and she was so parched she could not find the saliva to wet her lips. 
 
    As such, she made a poor entrance, her knees giving way the moment she was asked to support herself. The warrior caught her—without force but equally lacking in any sign of sympathy—and Eska quickly had to summon the will to walk on numb legs, her feet pricking with needles with every step, as she was given no opportunity to recover before being marched through the hide structures—laid out neatly, a clear path, equal spacing between the temporary homes, presumably following an established hierarchy, Eska could not help but note. She was, apparently, something of a novelty, and the Vardini, she discovered, were not shy. They approached as she was led along the path, coming close enough to touch, their faces openly curious. A few words, the tone indecipherable to Eska given the differences in inflection between Vardu and Bellaran, were tossed her direction, but these dried up as soon as the warrior spoke, no doubt telling them of her ignorance.  
 
    And so she was deposited, somewhat overwhelmed, thoroughly curious, and still with legs full of needles, in the presence of the woman with the long, silver earrings.  
 
    Eska waited. She was in little position to do otherwise, and besides, waiting gave her the opportunity to work some saliva into her mouth. To her relief, the woman was either a diligent host or perceptive enough to notice Eska’s discomfort. She dipped a leather cup in a small barrel and handed it to Eska—no, not handed, despite the fact that Eska’s hands were very much outstretched and waiting. Instead, the woman took great care to place the cup on the hide in front of Eska’s crossed legs. Eska filed away this information—incomplete as it was—for later use. 
 
    “Thank you,” Eska said, aware that the words might be meaningless. The woman offered no insight on this. Her face remained impassive—but not distant, of which Eska was glad. Eska raised the cup to her lips and drained it in three swallows. It was likely rude to ask for more, but the notion was tempting. Instead, Eska returned the cup to the hide, placing it as close to the woman as her arms would allow. The hint was not taken. 
 
    “Which seven?” the woman asked. She, too, had taken a seat, her legs crossed, back straight, forearms resting on her knees. 
 
    The fact that she knew to speak her limited Bellaran told Eska that the warrior had informed her of Eska’s place of origin. Even so, it took a moment for Eska to understand the question. 
 
    “Arconia,” Eska said. 
 
    A short nod. “Why here?” This question followed quickly on the heels of Eska’s answer, perhaps spurred on by the success of the first question.  
 
    There was no good answer to that question, certainly no answer Eska could convey in words common enough that the woman might understand.  
 
    “Sandalese,” she said, resorting to the name of her destination.  
 
    A crease appeared between the woman’s eyes. “Why?” 
 
    “I am looking for something.” 
 
    No reaction, no reply. 
 
    Eska tried again. “I dig things out of the dirt?” 
 
    The crease deepened. Eska sensed a touch of impatience in the eyes looking back at her. This was not a woman accustomed to being out of her depth. Eska could not help but feel the balance between them was sliding out of her grasp. She considered, and abandoned, the idea of making digging motions with her hands. Many gestures were universal—come, wait, eat, drink—but there was the distinct possibility of being misinterpreted. Albus would have appreciated her caution. Sascha, on the other hand, would have been entirely at a loss, the lack of communication hampering his natural instincts. The thought made Eska smile. 
 
    The smile was not lost on the woman seated opposite her. But the effect was less than desirable. With a sharp exhale that set her long earrings shivering, she spoke a single word. 
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    The directive was nebulous at best. Speak of what? Or perhaps the woman’s frustration had caused her to use the wrong word all together. She could, Eska mused, mean the opposite. Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, silence was not Eska’s nature. 
 
    “Well. My name is Eska de Caraval. I am an archaeologist.” 
 
    The woman was very still. Eska plowed onward.  
 
    “I like to learn about things. Old things. Sometimes very old. Sometimes also broken. I study them, to learn about the people who made them. And then I argue with other people who study them, and we tend to accomplish very little, but a good debate is its own reward, I suppose. And sometimes the things are very valuable and people want to buy them to put on a shelf and display when they want to impress someone. I’d rather they all went to a museum. Or a research institution. Somewhere they can be properly studied and appreciated as something other than a price.” Eska gave a small shrug. “And there’s this item in Sandalese, at least, I think it’s there. I don’t really know, to be honest. A librarian might have told me, either that or I did a very poor job interpreting his letter and am not at all where I ought to be.” She took a breath. Her voice went soft. “I don’t know what you want with me. I don’t know why I was brought here. I only know that I can’t stay. There are things I must do. Or I fear the consequences will be,” she hesitated, “very grave.” An understatement, given that the archduke of Arconia was seeking six discs last used by the Alescuan kings and queens, presumably to dominate, subjugate, and terrorize. 
 
    The woman was quiet for a long moment, though whether because she had comprehended some of the words that had tumbled forth from Eska—unlikely—or because she was contemplating what use she might have for a Bellaran prisoner who would not stop talking, Eska could not say. At length, the woman spoke. 
 
    “Give self. Why?” 
 
    Why indeed? 
 
    Eska saw her uncle’s face once more, saw the plea etched into Valentin de Caraval’s very being as she offered herself in his place. 
 
    She supposed it was because she loved him. She did, this was no falsehood, despite their recent differences. But that particular answer felt unsatisfactory to Eska—and yet she had no other. 
 
    “My uncle,” she offered by way of an answer. “Father’s brother,” she added, trying to clarify. This seemed to register for the woman, who gave a nod, slow and solemn. Family ties were important to the Vardini, Eska knew. Perhaps she had earned some good will. 
 
    The interview, however, was at an end. At a sharp word from the woman, the warrior Eska had ridden with pushed through the hides draped over the entrance. Taking her by one arm, he pulled Eska upright and marched her out. The encampment was quiet, or so Eska thought at first, until she saw—and smelled—the gathering close to the stream. 
 
    The Vardini were congregating for the evening meal, which was currently sizzling on a spit over an open flame. Eska’s mouth promptly began to water. A woman plucked at a stringed instrument, the notes carrying into the growing night. Above, the stars filled the sky, strewn like gems across the blackness. 
 
    The warrior deposited Eska within the questionable shelter of a short, small, three-sided structure and withdrew a length of rope from his belt, the same rope he had bound about Valentin’s wrists that very day.  
 
    “I won’t try to escape,” Eska said, which was, she knew in her heart, somewhere between a lie and the truth. She had no immediate plan to sneak away—after all, she had little notion of where she was or where she ought to run, and she was very hungry—but she had done more dangerous things, and she could not deny that her mind had been churning away at that very problem ever since she dropped Perrin’s knife in the tall grass. 
 
    At any rate, the warrior neither understood her nor paid her any mind, and Eska was soon leashed—each arm separately, so she still had use of her hands—to one of the supports holding up the hides that were meant to protect her from the elements. She offered no complaint, however, and was glad to receive, after the clan had divided the antelope and rabbit meat and after Eska was quite sure her stomach was about to clamber forth and go in search of something resembling sustenance, a clay bowl containing a few lumps of meat and a chewy, thin—and unexpectedly spicy—wafer of something she supposed was not unrelated to flatbread.  
 
    It was, frankly, delightful. 
 
    Less delightful was the scratchy nature of the grass—which lay flat for Eska after a thorough stomping—and her night consisted of a great deal of tossing and turning as she sought a comfortable position and rather more shivering than she had anticipated given the heat of the day.  
 
    Then again, when one is expecting to be put to death for the crime of killing a sacred antelope—despite the fact that one is innocent of said crime—prickly grass and a bit of cold were, truth be told, more than tolerable. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You know, if you kept your teeth to yourself, this would be more pleasant for the both of us.” 
 
    Eska snatched her hand away from the horse’s exploratory swipe and took a step back to reassess the situation.  
 
    She had been woken at dawn and brought to the stream to wash her face—an apparent requirement that was conveyed to her by the vigorous gestures of the boy who had been staring down at her when she opened her eyes that morning. This accomplished, unsatisfactorily, if the boy’s face was any indication, she was brought to the cook fire and given a bowl of sweet porridge. The boy had proceeded to mime eating, which Eska tried very hard not to laugh about, and they ate in a silence Eska liked to think was companionable while the encampment stirred into wakefulness around them. This pleasant scene was cut short by a rebuke to the boy—offered by a stern voice and sterner countenance—and the sulky expression on his face told Eska that he was less her custodian and more her partner in punishment, assigned to the ignoble task as a result of some transgression. The sulk turned to a scowl, and as such his gesturing was reduced to unhelpful motions when he had led Eska away to what she came to understand was their task for the morning—grooming horses. 
 
    “What would you think if I told you that horses are far more polite where I come from,” Eska muttered at the horse, he of the eager teeth. “What would you think of that? Hmm?” The horse swished his tail at her. She had commenced the work without complaint, but this attitude was swiftly curtailed as she spent more time dancing away from his mouth than brushing dust from his black and white piebald coat. The boy, meanwhile, was nearly finished with his charge, a placid white thing with sleepy eyes. He worked efficiently, with the rhythm born of long practice, and only occasionally snuck glances in Eska’s direction. 
 
    Seeing her horse’s attention narrow on a fly, Eska took the opportunity to comb her bristled brush through his mane, which earned her swift retribution. The horse snaked his neck around, the teeth snapping perilously close to Eska’s arm. She darted out of reach once more and took a deep breath, and then the boy was there, his face exhibiting the full force of childhood exasperation. He held up a hand, palm facing Eska, and then shooed her away. Turning to the horse, who eyed him with the same interest, he rapped his knuckles once on the creature’s nose and spoke a single word—surely dripping with such disdain for Eska’s benefit. The horse gave a shake of his head, mane rippling, and immediately shut his eyes as though this was all he wanted all along. 
 
    The boy, his face struggling to conceal his triumph, pointed behind Eska to where a third horse waited, then went to work, a string of words trailing from his mouth. Smiling a little, Eska turned and did as she was told—with much improved results. 
 
    Fourteen horses later, Eska was no longer smiling and the porridge was nothing more than a distant memory.  
 
    She straightened, arched her back, and scanned the small herd. By her estimation, they were perhaps halfway through. At least she had yet to encounter another so fond of showing his teeth as the first. 
 
    “I don’t suppose,” she said to the boy, one hand on her hip, “we might be allowed a respite?” 
 
    The boy’s glance darted over the horses, then back to Eska. To her surprise, his face split into a wide grin, and then without warning, he dashed through the horses, ducked under the thin cordon keeping them from roaming free, and disappeared into the grass. 
 
    Eska put her other hand on her hip. Surely things would not go well for her if she were found without her miniature guard. Surely she ought to follow. Surely. 
 
    As logic goes, it was not a solid case.  
 
    Eska raced after him, vaulted the twine, and followed his path through the grass—until she nearly ran headlong into the stream. It was wider here, the current so slow it hardly seemed to move at all. And the boy was floating in the middle, face to the sun, his loose tunic billowing around him. 
 
    He lifted his head at her approach and smiled, the impish grin replaced by something far more content. Eska smiled back. 
 
    He ignored her after that, paddling around on his back, wading to the opposite bank, weaving grass into braids and letting them drift with the current away. While the prospect of floating, of full immersion in the cool water, was enticing, something told Eska she was not likely to be granted dry clothes, and so she resigned herself to soaking her feet and thinking of summers long ago, in a green valley where she had watched hawks soar across cloudless skies, where she had learned to pick berries at their ripest, where she had chased rabbits and sung songs to shy deer at twilight. 
 
    Eska was pulled from her reverie as the boy waded out of the water. He sprawled on the grass not far from her, but within a moment—spurred by boredom, perhaps?—he was sitting facing her, legs crossed, elbows on his knees, chin on his hands, gaze fixed on her in that way children have. 
 
    “You have a lovely swimming hole,” Eska said, moving her arms about her in a swimming motion. 
 
    The boy wrinkled his nose and raised one eyebrow, clearly unimpressed with her gesture. 
 
    “Yes, well, we can’t all be so skilled with non-verbal communication,” Eska said, laughing. She looked him in the eye and pointed at her chest. “Eska.” 
 
    His drew his head back from his hands, alert now.  
 
    She repeated the motion. “Eska. My name.” 
 
    The boy frowned slightly, then tentatively poked at his own torso. “Cedo.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Cedo,” Eska said.  
 
    The frown deepened, but not, Eska thought, because of her. He tried again, jabbing himself with more force. “Cedomir.” 
 
    “Ah,” Eska said, smiling and nodding, “you are Cedomir, but called Cedo.” 
 
    The sound of his name in both forms was met with an enthusiastic nod, and he began to look about himself, as though eager to share more words. 
 
    Alas, the opportunity was denied by the approach of the same stern voice from the morning. Approach was putting it lightly. The woman churned through the grass, emerging to loom over Cedo, who looked down at his toes with a face full of regret as she admonished him. Eska, on the other hand, was pulled to her feet by a pair of strong hands, at which point a second pair of hands latched onto her other arm, and she was half dragged, half carried back to the encampment. They deposited her next to the three-sided structure under which she had spent the night, then returned the ropes to her wrists and secured her to the support once more. It was not especially cruelly done, but the speed at which she was hitched in place like livestock left her with raw skin on both wrists—and a bruise or two on her ego.  
 
    As the men who had trussed her up moved away, Eska caught sight of the woman with the long earrings through the small crowd that had gathered. She was a picture of dignity, tall and long-limbed, her hands clasped before her, but Eska was fairly sure she saw the woman’s lips compress, saw a stiffness in her shoulders. Again Eska wondered at the absence of the clan’s matriarch, but, though the woman lingered after the other onlookers had dispersed, there were no answers on her face. 
 
    Eska was left to ponder this for rather longer than she would have liked. Normally pleased with the opportunity to think without interruption or disturbance—her own mind created enough disturbances, as Albus was wont to remind her—hunger and the heat of the sun, its path through the sky conveniently allowing it to shine directly on Eska no matter which corner of her shelter she attempted to cram herself into, proved to be insurmountable foes. As the day wore on and there was no indication of what might befall her next, Eska found it increasingly difficult to concentrate on anything other than the muscles aching in her back and the dryness in her mouth, and even the latter won out against the former in the end. 
 
    Relief came in the form of clouds swiftly rolling in from the west across the wide sky. They swallowed the sun, driven on by stiff winds, granting Eska the luxury of shade, but her reprieve was short-lived owing to the fat drops of rain that began to pelt her meager shelter. Eska turned her face to the sky, lips parted, and managed to catch a few drops, but the rain soon turned to a torrent, striking the grass and Eska’s face as though the storm bore a grudge against them both, and Eska was forced to retreat as deep into her shelter as she could. It mattered little. As the ground around her grew saturated, the rain began to pool in the flattened grass, and the wind drove the rain into the shelter at an angle. She was soon soaked. And shivering. The encampment grew quiet as the clan sheltered from the storm, the carefully cured hides standing bravely against the elements, the structures merely faint shapes in shades of grey against a grey world. 
 
    It was, the argument could be made, not a bad time to attempt to flee. 
 
    Eska forced one, two, three deep breaths in and out of her lungs, trying to still her chattering teeth and waken her reluctant mind. She wished for the packet of harrow root powder, wished for the strength, both of mind and body, that it could offer her—but that was far away, packed in the belongings she had last seen as the blood of a man with a knife in his skull dripped down her face. She wondered where her uncle was, whether he had turned back to Anderra or was searching the grasslands for her. Did he mourn? Was he trying to assemble a rescue party? Or was he continuing north and east, pushing on to Sandalese without her? The last was a cold thought that nestled somewhere in Eska’s stomach. She did not trust it, knew it to be false, and yet it burrowed there nonetheless.  
 
    The prospect of wandering the grasslands in such weather was not to be relished, but Eska knew there was no certainty she would have such an opportunity again—not a Vardini warrior in sight, the horses just steps away. She could ride bareback, had done so before. And she knew vaguely which direction would take her back toward Anderra. Of course, she might get lost, especially without sun and stars to guide her, or the horse might stumble in a hole and break a leg, leaving her to wander onward on her own two feet. Despite the fact that Eska was not short on confidence in herself, she had no lofty impressions about her chances of catching rabbits with her bare hands or finding fresh water amid the endless grass. 
 
    The alternative was to wait. Be patient. Develop an understanding of her captors and what they wanted. This was the more prudent option, of course, but unlike being accused of murder in Toridium, Eska had taken a Vardini life in front of plenty of witnesses. The fact that she was yet alive was notable, but Eska did not much feel like waiting around to discover the extent of their clemency. 
 
    She began to work at the ropes binding her wrists to the wooden pole holding up her drenched hide structure, first with her fingers and then her teeth, which earned her nothing more than a few rope fibers stuck to her tongue. Frustrated, she tried her fingers a second time, but this only resulted in the loss of more skin around her wrists and a raw feeling on the pads of her fingers. 
 
    With a degree of healthy optimism, Eska moved her hands up the wooden support, where water poured through a gap in the hides, reasoning that the ropes, if well and truly soaked, might stretch and loosen. Raindrops splattered on her hands, harsh and relentless, stinging her skin, but it was the chill that tested Eska’s resolve. Her hands ached at first, then grew numb, and they hardly responded when Eska deemed it time to test the elasticity of the knots—which left much to be desired.  
 
    Sinking back onto her heels, Eska sighed, her head spinning with hunger, her body refusing to cooperate, eyelids drooping—which meant she didn’t see the Vardini coming for her until their three pairs of legs were looming before her bedraggled shelter in the growing darkness. A figure ducked beneath the hides, a face she had not seen before, a small knife in hand, and Eska tried to shrink away from his touch. He uttered a phrase, his voice harsh and guttural, and his free hand snaked out and latched onto Eska’s left arm with such ferocity she cried out. The other hand brought the knife down on first one rope, then the second, and he sawed away until the sodden fibers gave way, and she was released from the support. The ends of the two ropes were swiftly knotted together, restricting Eska’s hands to minimal movement. 
 
    With a sudden yank, the man hauled Eska out of the shelter. Struggling to get her balance in the muddy, wet grass, Eska blinked away raindrops drowning her eyelashes, but then she was hoisted in the air and slung over the man’s shoulder. She felt another pair of hands on her feet, felt a rope cinch around her ankles—painfully tight—and then she was carried away, her world reduced to a view of the man’s lower half and the squelching grass beneath his feet. 
 
    Hushed voices, hurried words, these things trailed after Eska as the dim shapes of the encampment passed by, and then silence—or as near to it as could be had with rain still pattering furiously on the hides above as Eska was carried into a new shelter. She could see furs beneath the man’s feet, a faint glow of light, smelled the smoke of something herbal. 
 
    Without ceremony, Eska found herself lowered to the ground in a soggy heap, her bound limbs hampering her as she struggled to right herself on her knees. Her hair hung in a heavy, wet curtain across her face, leaving little room to observe her surroundings. A shadow moved across the light, and then a second light flared to life and was thrust in Eska’s face. She leaned back and closed her eyes, spots dancing across her vision. 
 
    A spoken command. A hand on Eska’s shoulder, holding her upright. Eska could feel the heat of the light source. She kept her eyes shut. Another hand, this one cool of touch, grabbed her by the chin, jerking her head upward. A thumb dug into her cheek, and Eska opened her eyes. 
 
    The woman looking back at her was of uncertain age and her eyes of even more uncertain color. But what Eska expected to see, at least once her vision adjusted to the light, was a pair of long, silver earrings fastened together by a silver chain draped under her neck—and yet this was not so. This, too, was not the clan’s matriarch. A woman of some import, Eska thought, given the size of her hide structure and the fine furs present, but not the source of authority. 
 
    The woman released Eska’s face and stepped back, the light of her small lamp washing over a second figure. This one Eska knew. The woman who had been marked as the next matriarch. She wore the same tunic, the same plain belt, the same austere air. The only change was that her feet were no longer bare—and perhaps there was a new severity in her face. Or perhaps it was only the work of the shifting shadows. The dim light made it difficult to tell.  
 
    The two women conversed briefly, the words flowing quickly between them. If there was deference in the younger woman’s voice, Eska could not hear it, but she did hear strain in both voices. Without stronger knowledge of Vardini ways, Eska had no means of knowing who this older woman was, if this was the way of things, or if the two women were at odds. Then, with a short nod from the woman with the earrings, the conversation ended. Neither seemed happy about the result, but the younger woman approached Eska, her gaze narrowed. 
 
    “Death,” she said. 
 
    Not exactly the word Eska wanted to hear. 
 
    But then the woman shook her head, her frustration with herself clear, and her gaze roamed away from Eska, darting here and there around the shelter. Eska held her breath. At last the woman found what she was looking for and stepped across the furs to retrieve a knife from a small table. She approached Eska a second time, the knife resting on her open palm. She looked down at Eska and nodded, her face intent.  
 
    It seemed highly unlikely to Eska in that moment that she was meant to take the knife—after all, her hands were still bound, and she could not possibly fathom why the woman might offer her a blade. Her confusion must have been obvious.  
 
    “You,” the woman said.  
 
    The only logical conclusion Eska could arrive at was that she was expected to take her own life.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Eska said.  
 
    The woman sighed and grasped the knife’s smooth bone handle and then abruptly raised her arm and brought the knife down on the top of her head—only she stopped just short of actually stabbing her own skull.  
 
    “Oh,” Eska said. “That.” She took a breath and held the woman’s gaze. “Yes, I did that death.” 
 
    Another nod, this one of satisfaction. Then, “Why?” 
 
    A question not easily answered with a single word. Eska made an attempt. “Defense.” The woman shook her head. “Afraid?” No, that wouldn’t do. Eska glanced at the other woman, still trying to read the relationship between the two. Surely the younger woman would not be questioning Eska if the elder possessed any Bellaran. But why question Eska in her presence? And why question Eska at all? They knew what she had done. Eska tried one more answer, returning her gaze to the younger woman. “Fear.”  
 
    There it was, a glimmer of understanding, a slow nod. As the woman returned the knife to the table, Eska caught the glance shared between the two. The tension was unmistakable, and the older woman raised her chin and crossed her arms in front of her. Eska knew impatience when she saw it. 
 
    The younger woman knew it as well. She turned back to Eska, the intensity still there, but diminished by something else. Eska might have named it worry. For her next question, the woman did not even bother to search for a word. Instead, she raised both arms and splayed her hands above her head, the inside of her wrists touching the sides of her scalp, fingers arcing slightly outward, like—well, like an antelope, Eska realized. 
 
    “No,” Eska said, shaking her head quickly. “No, not that death.”  
 
    The older woman spoke a few sharp words at the next matriarch, who did not bother to look her way or respond. She opened her mouth to speak to Eska again, closed it, her frown returning as she struggled to overcome her limited vocabulary, and then unleashed a torrent of Vardu directed at the stretched hides above her head. 
 
    The other woman uncrossed her arms and called out, her gaze on the entrance behind Eska. Two warriors entered, bringing wind and rain with them, and stood at Eska’s shoulders as the woman continued to speak.  
 
    Her heart racing now, fear climbing from her belly to her throat, Eska kept her gaze on the younger woman, whose face had gone stiff and still as her focus never strayed from a point somewhere over Eska’s head, her long earrings shivering, her dissent a palpable thing. But as Eska was dragged from the shelter, the woman offered no protest, and the last thing Eska saw before her face became intimately acquainted with a puddle of mud was the older woman’s imperious gaze. 
 
    Eska struggled to rise, was shoved back into the mud, her hands sliding uselessly in search of traction. She tried again, panic rising as she fought to breathe through the mud, and then she was hauled into the air—she fought, her fingers reaching for something, anything to latch on to, her feet kicking out behind her. She struck something with her heel, was rewarded for her efforts with a grunt of surprise and a vicious blow to her jaw that would have knocked her flat were she not suspended in the air. Stunned, Eska clung to consciousness, her already encumbered vision fading in and out, her head no longer sure which way was up. 
 
    And then suddenly she was alone. Gradually, her body came back to her—a ringing in her skull, arms stretched above her head, something sturdy at her back. Eska tried to breathe, tried to still her pounding heart. She tilted her face to the sky, letting the rain streak down her cheeks and wash the mud from her eyes, tasting earth and blood as rainwater ran across her lips. 
 
    Eska tried to lower her hands, felt resistance. Ignoring the pain in her neck, she twisted her head in search of what held her. Her hands were bound to an iron ring, which was fastened to a stout wooden pole, which was, it had to be admitted, keeping Eska upright.  
 
    The night dragged on, measured in raindrops and the number of times she jerked out of something that wasn’t sleep. Again and again she saw the face of the bearded warrior, felt his hand in her hair, felt the way his skull had given way to the blade in her hand—so easy, so smooth—felt the warmth of his blood on her face—only to flinch back to wakefulness, the blood replaced by cold rain, her hands deprived of all feeling. 
 
    One other face visited Eska that night. A single visit and gone far too soon, stealing away with the feeble spark of joy kindled within Eska. Alexandre de Minos, smiling, the way he used to while listening to Eska discuss her work in the sort of detail only a fellow scholar would appreciate. Eska smiled too, or she might have. Her mind seemed separate from her body, aware but distant. But then Alexandre de Minos’s face vanished, and Eska’s mind formed a clear thought, the first since being dragged out into the rain: she was never going to see him again.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “Who am I to make demands of gods?” 
 
      
 
    There were few things more likely to distress Albus than a loss of intellect. Specifically losing comprehension in one of the sixteen languages he spoke. 
 
    Certainly recent events had seen the addition of vengeful pirates and warriors immune to pain to that list of nightmare scenarios, but for a man whose very identity and understanding of self stemmed from the grey matter in his skull, the prospect of a diminishing of that grey matter’s capabilities was truly horrifying. 
 
    As such, when Albus swam back into consciousness and heard a voice speaking words that were somehow familiar and yet wholly unintelligible to him, his first thought was that his foolish scheme had rendered his mind useless. His second thought was the realization that he had not ended up dead, which suggested a certain degree of success—the bare minimum, really. His third thought was that his tongue weighed as much as a cobblestone. 
 
    Albus opened his eyes—and immediately wished he hadn’t. 
 
    Keleut stood over him.  
 
    And he was in his bed in the Macedonos house. Which meant there was likely still a trident-wielding guard outside the door. 
 
    To be sure, the second phase of his plan—which did not deserve the term—had always been nebulous. Albus had hoped to awaken, well, elsewhere. Perhaps in a healer’s place of business, or in a ward in the infirmary on the fourth level of the city. Another room in another wing of the Macedonos house—provided there was an absence of guards—would even be preferable to waking up approximately fifteen steps from where he had last been conscious. 
 
    There was some relief, he supposed, in the fact that Keleut’s face bore traces of concern. If the pirate truly thought him to be gravely ill, perhaps not all was lost.  
 
    “Albus?” Keleut rattled off a string of words in Seycherran, which, Albus realized, he understood, though his mind was slow in processing them.  
 
    He blinked.  
 
    She switched to Bellaran. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    Albus moved his cobblestone tongue within his mouth and managed to utter something resembling affirmation. 
 
    “How do you feel?” 
 
    There was no need for a lie here. He felt awful. His body was stiff and achy, his mind fuzzy, his lungs weak. And his skin was on fire, as though stinging ants marched just under the surface. Still, he opted for more drama than was strictly necessary. 
 
    “Dead,” Albus croaked. He was pleased to see Keleut’s brows knit together. 
 
    “You nearly were,” she said. “Your pulse was all but gone when they found you. At least so I am told. What happened, Albus?” 
 
    Albus tried to lift his head, failed. Keleut slid one arm under his shoulders and lifted, giving Albus his first look at his body. 
 
    He had been determined to act surprised. This was, it turned out, not needed. 
 
    His arms were swollen, lumpy things, the skin a hideous mottled purple and red, his elbow joints so stiff as to be incapacitated. His torso was little better off, despite the fact that Albus had jabbed all but two of the fish bones into his arms. Only his legs, spindly and white in comparison as they poked out from his undergarment, seemed unaffected. Albus stared, suddenly aware that he had come much closer to death than he had anticipated. The weakness in his lungs, the thickness in his throat as he worked to swallow—all told of severe trauma to his vital systems. He felt his heart begin to patter with incessant speed, heard himself struggle to draw in breath.  
 
    Keleut lowered him back down to the pillow, her hands firm but gentle. “You’re all right,” she murmured. “Just breathe.” She continued on this way until Albus settled. 
 
    “It hurts,” Albus whispered, his eyes shut tight. “My skin. A physician, please.” 
 
    “Soon,” Keleut said, her voice tight. “She was here but returned to her shop for supplies. She’ll be back. Soon.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I won’t be ready for negotiations in the morning,” Albus said, not because he wanted to make a joke, but because he desperately needed to think about something other than death. Keleut did not laugh, but he felt her hand squeeze his shoulder. 
 
    “It can wait,” she said.  
 
    Delay, yes. Albus should have been glad. Any delay to Keleut’s plans, any delay before the Second Spears of Naxos were unleashed on Arconia, was to be welcomed. But there was something in her voice that tugged at him. 
 
    “You don’t need me, Keleut,” Albus said, each word requiring effort. “You have your alliance. The twins will listen to your demands. You don’t need my voice.” 
 
    Silence. And then Keleut’s hand lifted from his shoulder. 
 
    “You’re wrong. I am no one.” Albus heard Keleut stand, heard her voice grow softer as she turned away from the bed. “They are like gods to their people, and they know it. I am but a pirate. I own nothing but a ship, and even that is not truly mine. I have a crew that will not hesitate to abandon me if they see me fail. Who am I to make demands of gods?” 
 
    Children, Albus wanted to say. For all their poise and intelligence, the Macedonos twins were but children. And yet, he understood Keleut’s awe, had felt it himself.  
 
    Albus opened his eyes again, this time seeing Keleut’s back. She appeared small, smaller than she ought, her shoulders caved in under the weight of an invisible burden. Albus searched for the right words—but before he could utter any, the door to his room opened. 
 
    A woman in grey and dark green entered, a large, leather bag slung on one arm, a small, metal chest in her hands. A young man followed, eyes downcast, a diligent shadow.  
 
    “The physician,” Keleut said, not quite looking Albus in the eye.  
 
    The woman strode to the bed and deposited her things next to Albus’s feet. She looked expectantly at the young man, who mumbled in Bellaran that this was Livia nox Ionos, the finest physician in Onaxos. Some accolades followed, which the translator delivered with little enthusiasm, but Albus wasn’t paying attention, nor did he manage to muster any curiosity about the salve the physician began to apply to his skin after poking at his armpits and abdomen. No, Albus was aware of little other than the last expression he saw on Keleut’s face before she slipped from his chamber. Doubt.  
 
    And, through the pain in his body and the haze in his mind, Albus understood that Keleut, daughter of Nestor, was less sure of herself than she wanted the world to know.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    “Courage is the recognition of fear and choosing to act despite it.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re sure they wore the grey?” 
 
    “Without a doubt, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    For one of Commander Caridore’s scouts, the young man standing in front of Sascha looked entirely too respectable. Hair neatly trimmed, uniform well maintained, and ramrod straight posture. New, then. Caridore would influence him soon enough. He always did. 
 
    “And you’re sure they saw nothing?” Sascha asked. 
 
    “Yes, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    Sascha eyed the scout for a moment, assessing his confidence, which stemmed from his commanding officer. Caridore would not have let his man speak anything but the truth. 
 
    “That’s all,” Sascha said. “Take any supplies you need.” The young man offered a crisp salute and hurried off into the foggy morning air. Sascha finished rolling down the sleeves of his white shirt and buttoned them at the cuff, then waved away the nearby attendant and his shallow bowl of water. Shrugging into his coat, Sascha turned from his tent—and nearly trod on the toes of the very person he was about to go in search of.  
 
    “You saw?” Sascha asked. 
 
    Commander-Superior Heliosa de Bellanteau gave a short nod. “But not heard. What news?” 
 
    “Unexpected,” Sascha said. “It seems Ramses Tukhamon is in the vicinity, or at least thirty of his Grey Eagles are.” 
 
    De Bellanteau frowned. “The report said Tukhamon would not be joining with Licenza until they reached Vienisi.” 
 
    Sascha nodded. “It seems our intelligence minister has made an error. What concerns me more is that they haven’t joined with anyone. Caridore’s scouts are still reporting no Licenzan troops. These Eagles appear to be roaming.” 
 
    “If we are scouting them, they could be scouting us.” 
 
    “Correct,” Sascha said. His gaze drifted past de Bellanteau, seeing, but not really observing, soldiers preparing for the day ahead. “I trust Caridore. If he says his men remained undetected, I believe that to be true.” 
 
    De Bellanteau raised an eyebrow. “You believe the presence of Grey Eagles here, far from where they are expected to be, to be a coincidence?”  
 
    Sascha smiled, appreciating the healthy skepticism the battalion commander did not bother to mask. “Certainly not.”  
 
    “What are your orders, then, Arch-Commander?” 
 
    The fog was breaking, pierced by rays of light, but for a moment the world clung to stillness. In front of Sascha, Heliosa de Bellanteau waited, the model of discipline, arms clasped behind her back, eyes on Sascha’s chin, enough distance between them to allow Sascha the illusion of private thought—but he had no need of that time or distance, had made his decision before dismissing the scout.  
 
    “We alter course, just enough to the east to prevent any chance encounters with these Grey Eagles,” Sascha said, turning back to his tent. De Bellanteau followed, and they ducked through the open flap, an attendant hurrying after, ready to take instruction. “Our primary objective remains unchanged,” Sascha continued. He began to button his coat. “But it’s time to trim the fat. Time to move with more speed and less baggage. Essential supplies only, everything else goes back to the Watch. I will leave the details to you, Commander-Superior.” 
 
    De Bellanteau took this in with a nod. “And you, Arch-Commander?” 
 
    “I ride to join Caridore. If Ramses Tukhamon himself is with these Grey Eagles, perhaps we can cut the head off the snake. I don’t imagine his men will honor his promise to Licenza if he’s dead.” Sascha turned and directed his next words at the attendant. “Tell Captain Colombial I want him and his six best ready to ride immediately. Then see to my horse.” The attendant raced off, nearly slipping on the dewy grass as he exited the tent. A second attendant took his place, hovering, gaze following Sascha’s every move, ready to jump into action. Sascha looked at de Bellanteau once more. “Hector Mirelli. He is your best Carrier, is he not?”  
 
    De Bellanteau weighed this question for a moment. “More or less, Arch-Commander. He is the most consistent, yes, but he seems,” she hesitated, choosing her word with care, “unfocused.” 
 
    “Send for him,” Sascha said as he buckled his sword belt over his hips. “Make sure he is provisioned and supplied appropriately. He won’t know how to do that for himself.”  
 
    “Is this for the archduke’s benefit, Arch-Commander? Put his pets to use? The boy will be a burden.” 
 
    “For his benefit? No.” Sascha did not like the implication that he might make a decision in the field to placate even the archduke. “I have been given a new tool, Commander-Superior. I ought to learn how to wield it. And if he is a burden, he is my burden to bear.” Sascha caught the waiting attendant’s eye and gestured at his saddlebags, then looked back at de Bellanteau as the boy began to pack essentials for Sascha’s journey. “See that he is ready.”  
 
    De Bellanteau saluted and stepped out of the tent. Sascha tossed a pair of gloves at the attendant, gave a few further words of direction, and then—abruptly realizing he had not eaten yet that morning—followed the battalion commander out.  
 
    Brushing off salutes as he went, Sascha worked his way to the mess tent and snared himself a pair of sausages wrapped in bread, but he had achieved only a single, mouth-watering bite when, mid-chew, the men around him went quiet. Sascha glanced up from the grease on his fingers and saw their faces directed, in unison, behind him. Sascha turned—and had the uncommon experience of a sight that was both exceptionally welcome and charged with trouble. 
 
    Sascha had never before seen Cyrus de Marchessault look quite so imposing—which was saying something considering Cyrus’s stature and strong features. He was, simply, the word personified, that is, when he wasn’t smiling. When Cyrus de Marchessault smiled, he was everyone’s friend, drinking companion, and confidant. 
 
    Cyrus was not smiling. 
 
    Neither was Sascha. 
 
    The former battalion commander rode a white horse and wore a black coat, its stiff collar rising as high as his jaw, the white braided trim stark and simple. Silver buttons flashed in the sunlight. A sword rested in a scabbard on his hip, a scarlet tassel on the scabbard the only splash of color on Cyrus’s person. The horse snorted into the silence, the heavy burst of breath chasing away the final remnants of fog. 
 
    Sascha could not remember the last time he had heard a camp of soldiers so silent. 
 
    “Arch-Commander de Minos.” The formality was expected, but there was something in Cyrus’s voice that set Sascha on edge. 
 
    “Lord de Marchessault,” Sascha replied.  
 
    The camp cook then proceeded to rattle his iron pots far louder than he needed to, which had the intended effect of sending all the eyes watching Sascha and Cyrus elsewhere. Conversation resumed, and mouths that had gone slack chewed their food once more. The cook winked at Sascha, who thanked him with the smallest of smiles, and then Sascha was moving through the crowd back toward his tent, Cyrus behind him. They moved past the watching eyes of Captain Colombial and his six men, ready for departure, past Hector Mirelli, who was standing as far from the seven soldiers as Heliosa de Bellanteau’s frown would allow, past Commander-Superior Pisani and his unconvincing attempt to appear uninterested in Cyrus’s presence—past everything, even Sascha’s tent, until the sounds of the camp were merely faint murmurs that, if one tried very hard, could nearly be mistaken for a pleasantly burbling brook. 
 
    And even then, Sascha stayed silent.  
 
    Cyrus dismounted, patted his horse’s neck, looked at Sascha and then looked away, his expression nonchalant. But Cyrus was unaccustomed to withstanding the weight of Sascha’s patience, and it was a matter of moments before he dropped his reins with no small amount of frustration and began to speak. 
 
    “I couldn’t stay in the city,” Cyrus said. “Couldn’t breathe there.” He shook his head. Sascha waited some more, his heart demanding to be a friend, his head filled with colder thoughts, thoughts that belonged to the arch-commander of Arconia. “Couldn’t take the comments,” Cyrus went on, “the whispers.” He looked at Sascha. “The pity.” The look lingered, the hard lines melting away. “Say something, Sascha. Please.” There was desperation in his eyes now. 
 
    There were a great many things Sascha could have said. There was only one thing Arch-Commander de Minos could say. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Sascha heard the edge in his voice, had put it there intentionally. It was not a voice he had used on his greatest friend before. 
 
    A frown, but one of confusion, not anger. “To join you, of course,” Cyrus said. The corners of his mouth turned up slightly, as though he began to believe Sascha was joking. The hope brightening his eyes nearly made Sascha turn away. 
 
    “To do what?” 
 
    Cyrus spread his hands. “To fight. To watch your back. To preserve the Seven Cities, even if Arcturos thinks he doesn’t need me.” The last was spat out by a bitter tongue. 
 
    Sascha wanted to take a deep breath, wanted to take his friend by the shoulder and say the words that would bring Cyrus’s hope to life. Instead he remained still and crushed that hope. 
 
    “You are no longer an officer in this army. No longer a soldier in Arconia’s service.” 
 
    Cyrus was quiet, a silence born of disbelief, his lips slightly parted, his gaze unmoving—and then at last Sascha heard the sharp exhale, as though Cyrus had taken a blow to the chest. He blinked, took a step back. 
 
    “I can help, Sascha. You know my skills. I’ll do anything, anything you need.” 
 
    “I can’t have a civilian in the field, Cyrus, you know that,” Sascha said. 
 
    “Civilian.” There was anger now. “Civilian,” Cyrus repeated. “Is that all I am? The same as any soft-handed banker or scribe who doesn’t know a dull blade from a sharp one?” Cyrus stepped close to Sascha, his teeth bared. “I am still a Celestial Knight of Bellara, just as you are!” 
 
    “Are you?” Sascha held his ground, kept his voice calm. “Arcturos means to let the ministers debate that. Even so,” Sascha pushed on, trying not to think of the darkness he knew was raging within his friend, “a Celestial Knight holds no official position on campaign. It is a courtesy, you know that.”  
 
    Cyrus turned away, paced right and then left. “Is that it, then?” He rounded on Sascha, seizing the lapel of his coat, pressing his forehead against Sascha’s. “Is that all that a lifetime of friendship has come to? Is that all you will say after fifteen years of fighting side by side? Am I not worthy of the great Silentspear?” His voice rose with every question until it rang out among the trees standing witness. 
 
    At last Sascha allowed himself to relent—though he knew it would not be enough. 
 
    “Cyrus,” he said, lifting his hand to rest it on the one gripping his coat, “you are my dearest friend. You know I feel the injustice of your dismissal. You know there is no one I would rather fight next to than you.” Sascha tightened his fingers and put his other hand on Cyrus’s shoulder. “And gladly would I give my life in battle if it saved yours. But you ask what I cannot give.” Sascha let go and pried Cyrus de Marchessault’s hand from his lapel as he stepped back. “You know my duty, Cyrus. You know my responsibilities. To do what you ask would be to undermine my authority, the very root of the position I hold, and the fabric of this army.” 
 
    It was all true. It was all necessary. But the words tasted of dust. 
 
    Cyrus held Sascha’s gaze for a long moment, seething with anger and betrayal. And then he was gone, vaulting into the saddle, the horse leaping forward as Cyrus pressed his heels into its flanks, a storm of black and white surging through the trees. 
 
    Sascha closed his eyes as the sound of hooves faded away, wondering if he would ever share a laugh with his friend again, wondering if the hollow pit in his chest would ever diminish. 
 
    But he already knew the answer. It would. Of course it would. Because he had to make it so. Because he was the arch-commander of Arconia. Because he could take it—just as the archduke knew he could. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How are you finding life in the military, Master Mirelli?” 
 
    It was not a question Sascha particularly felt like asking, nor, he was quite sure, was the answer one he particularly wanted to receive. He would much rather have made the journey to meet up with Commander Caridore in absolute silence, which suited his dark mood. But silence, Sascha had discovered shortly after setting out, meant he heard nothing but the words he had spoken to Cyrus, echoing through his mind mercilessly and without end. And so he resorted to talking to the young Hector Mirelli. 
 
    “The food is better than I thought it would be,” Hector said. 
 
    Sascha laughed despite himself. “That’s because we were only a few days out from the Watch and with full supplies. You’ll learn. Not that Marius doesn’t try his best. I’ve seen him work wonders with mushrooms.” 
 
    Hector’s face had grown more desolate with every word Sascha spoke. “I don’t like mushrooms.” 
 
    “Then best not to overindulge on that dried meat and cheese Commander-Superior de Bellanteau gave you.” The young man’s concern increased. Sascha took pity. “Fear not, Hector, I don’t think we’ll go hungry while within the lands of Bellara.” 
 
    They rode in silence for a moment. Sascha glanced ahead to where Captain Colombial ranged with one of his men. He had told the captain about the Grey Eagles, warned him to exercise all caution as they traveled to join the scouts. Colombial didn’t possess the wilderness skills of Caridore, nor the ability to disappear when he wished to, but that was not why Sascha had ordered him and his men forward from the rest of the column. The seven of them formed the core of the most elite fighting unit under Sascha’s command. Sascha wanted their blades, not their stealth. 
 
    “Arch-Commander,” Hector said, his voice quiet, his face pensive. There was little about him to remind Sascha of the young man who had withstood the stares of three Griffins and the arch-commander of Arconia without flinching. Sascha wondered if that young man would surface in the heat of battle. “How many men have you killed?” 
 
    Ah. That question. 
 
    It was a question often asked, either with words and without shame, or lurking behind the eyes of new recruits or curious civilians. Sascha had resented it at first, resented the implication—imagined or not—that he relished taking a life. He had despised the name Silentspear when it was bestowed upon him—first by his fellow officers, soon taken up by strangers, friends, and foes as word spread of his feats. More difficult had been wrestling with the natural instinct to differentiate between lives he had ended with his own hands and, once he earned his first command, lives he had ended from a distance, snuffed out by his choices and his decisions. Most troubling of all, however, the source of many sleepless nights and questions whispered to Eska de Caraval, was accepting that he was equally responsible for the dead who wore the Arconian uniform—just as if he himself had wielded the blades that pierced their bellies or loosed the arrows that caught them in the throats and drained their blood away. 
 
    All together, that was a great many lives, indeed. More than a single person ought to have in his ledger. But if Sascha’s overflowing ledger meant someone, somewhere, had no ledger at all, that was a weight he was willing to carry. 
 
    But somehow Sascha didn’t think Hector Mirelli was ready for that answer.  
 
    “Enough,” Sascha said, by way of an answer. “Even one is enough.” 
 
    “Do you remember them? All of them?” 
 
    The truth was Sascha did not. The faces of those who had fallen to his spear or sword were not ingrained upon his memory. He had heard of this, understood it to be common, especially for the first life taken. But Sascha’s first was nothing more than a sword trying to kill him. Even in the moments after that skirmish, with sweat pouring down his neck and blood on his hands and the cries of the dying in his ears, Sascha could not have said if the man’s eyes were green or brown or if he had been afraid at the end. Sascha had never admitted as much, not to any of his commanding officers. Not to Cyrus or Eska. He was certainly not about to admit it to Hector Mirelli. 
 
    And in a way, he did remember them. He remembered the way they fought, remembered what attacks had nearly succeeded in breaking Sascha’s defenses, remembered their mistakes that cost them their lives. Was this not a better memorial than a half-remembered face? Every death had made Sascha stronger, better. He was Protector of the Seven Cities because of them. He was a Celestial Knight because of them. He was feared and revered and called Silentspear because of them.  
 
    And so, when he said, “Yes, all of them,” to Hector Mirelli, he was not exactly lying. 
 
    Sascha saw Hector accept this with a nod, his gaze fixed somewhere in the distance, his jaw set with the same uncertain determination Sascha had seen in so many young soldiers. No doubt he himself had once worn that look. Hector’s glance slid sideways, but he quickly looked away as he saw Sascha watching him. 
 
    “Ask, Hector,” Sascha said, fairly sure he knew the next question. In his experience, it, or some variation, nearly always followed close on the heels of the other. 
 
    “Are you afraid to die?”  
 
    Sascha waited until Hector could hold his gaze before speaking. “I am afraid only of what I might leave behind. Whether that be a thing undone or a thing unsaid.” The list of things that might fall into that category had grown by one that day, Sascha realized. 
 
    “I do not think I have the courage to be a soldier,” Hector said. 
 
    “What is courage, Hector? Define it.” 
 
    The young man frowned but was quick to answer. “Fearlessness.” 
 
    Sascha smiled. “I once thought the same. Boldness and daring have their place, yes, even recklessness. But courage is something else. Courage is the recognition of fear and choosing to act despite it.” 
 
    Sascha watched Hector absorb this for a moment, but restlessness ate away the edges of his mind, the temporary distraction of conversation losing its appeal. Besides, he meant to catch Caridore before dark. “Captain,” he called ahead. Captain Colombial swung his horse around. “Time to stretch that very fine stallion’s legs.”  
 
    Their quickened pace carried them through land that was largely empty. Here and there a cluster of buildings appeared from behind a copse of trees or over a crest in the gentle landscape—remote farms accustomed to passing many days without sight of travelers. They maintained the course Sascha had given to Commander Caridore and crossed into Licenzan territory late in the day, an unmarked place, unless one counted the ancient oak split by lightning or the small white butterflies that danced above yellow flowers under the sunset sky.  
 
    They rode on as the stars winked into existence and the creatures of the day went silent, giving way to their nocturnal brethren. At last, just as Sascha had begun to debate whether they ought to halt for an hour, he heard the telltale whistle of the red-eyed kite, followed closely by an answering warble. They had found Caridore—or, really, Caridore had found them. 
 
    “Evening, Arch-Commander.” Leondroval Caridore emerged from behind a gnarled beech just enough to lean against its trunk. “Beautiful night, isn’t it.” A few other figures stepped from hiding places, and one uncovered a small lantern, casting a dim yellow glow on shadowed faces. 
 
    Sascha smiled. “Indeed, Commander.” 
 
    One of the scouts raced forward at Caridore’s signal and held Sascha’s bridle as he dismounted. Captain Colombial and his men did the same. Hector lingered a moment before slipping down from the back of his borrowed horse, his unease at being among such men clear. Caridore indicated their camp was just ahead through a thicket and waited for Sascha to walk with him as the others went ahead. 
 
    “Knew we’d see you tonight, Arch-Commander.” There was a certain sly smirk on Caridore’s face. 
 
    “Oh, is that so?” 
 
    “Indeed. Even stopped early tonight to make sure you wouldn’t get lost in the dark.” 
 
    Sascha laughed. “How considerate.” He slowed and put a hand on the commander’s arm. “Leon,” he said, nodding up toward where Captain Colombial laughed with his men, “this isn’t going to be a problem, is it?” 
 
    “Only if he tries to kill me, Arch-Commander.” The glint in Caridore’s eye made this a less than reassuring answer, even though Sascha happened to know that Captain Jolie Colombial, if a bit arrogant in his beliefs about the superiority of his elite unit, held Caridore in high regard. But Caridore had a knack for seeing threats that did not exist, and Sascha very much wanted to avoid the prospect of finding two of his finest officers dead in pools of each other’s blood. 
 
    “Just stay away from each other,” Sascha said. “That’s an order.” 
 
    Caridore gave a small shrug. “As you say, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    “What of the Grey Eagles?” Sascha asked. There was no point in dwelling on the eccentricities of his scout commander. 
 
    “Ahead of us still. Moving south just as we are. I suspect they came through the Pelonites from the east,” Caridore said, naming a range of tall, forested hills and rugged moors. It was a solid theory. The Pelonites were wild and empty. “They don’t seem to be in a hurry,” the commander added. 
 
    “Your man said they were thirty in number. Any change to this count?” 
 
    Caridore shook his head. “No, but Tukhamon is with them.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Does Commander Gaspar smell like potatoes?” 
 
    Sascha fixed Caridore with a severe stare—but he had a point. 
 
    They reached the small camp—nothing more than a cluster of bedrolls, a second lantern, and horses with half-closed eyes—but Sascha stopped outside the soft glow of light.  
 
    “What is Ramses Tukhamon doing here with less than a quarter of his men?” he mused. It was a question directed at the trees and the stars and the frog croaking somewhere in the night, but that didn’t stop Caridore from offering an answer. 
 
    “Don’t know, Arch-Commander, but you wouldn’t be here if you didn’t mean to find out.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Interlude 4 
 
      
 
    Letter from Alexandre de Minos to Eska de Caraval, dated five years ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dearest Eska, 
 
      
 
    I write to you from the middle of the Anerrean Sea and must keep this brief as we expect to sight the last of Furio Andromachus’s fleet before the day is done. Fleet is a generous term, given the state of the ships we destroyed or took into custody at Verdienne, and only two remain for us to hunt, but Commander-Superior Orsario insists on employing the word—the better to polish her reputation, between you and me—and I haven’t the heart to contest with her over such a thing, not at least while we are in her watery domain.  
 
      
 
    But enough of that. With a good wind, I’ll be in Arconia in a matter of days, and with no reason to put into a different port before then, this letter will reach you no sooner than I, but I write it anyway because it gives me pleasure to think of you—and an excuse to take a moment of peace and quiet for myself. I have learned two new sea shanties over the course of these nine days, and I will likely mumble them in my sleep the next time you see me. I apologize in advance for the way they rhyme crown and warm. 
 
      
 
    It is, in truth, because of Cyrus that I put this ink to paper. I woke, two nights past, in our shared cabin, to find him standing at the window. Thinking nothing of it, I got up to relieve myself and caught sight of his face in the moonlight. Sweat glistened on his skin, though the night was cool, and I could see his pulse in his throat, fluttering with unnatural speed. When I spoke his name, he was unresponsive, and it was only when I took his hand in mine that he become aware of my presence.  
 
      
 
    This was no illness of the body. I saw that same darkness in his eyes as I first witnessed all those years ago, a shadow looming over him—no, weaving itself into him.  
 
      
 
    I fear for him, Eska. I fear for his ability to withstand that darkness. I fear a time will come when it descends upon him and I am not there to draw it out, or that the weight of it and the burdens of the world will be too much, that it will crush him. 
 
      
 
    He would burn this letter if he knew of it. Not because he does not trust you. But because it is easier for him to imagine doing so would somehow banish the darkness, as though the destruction of it in written form could be transferred to the thing itself. Instead, I am left to do what I can. Hold him if he requires it. Leave him to his silence if he needs it. And I will do this—always—every day of the rest of our lives if I must, if that is what it takes to ensure he lives. I wonder, though, if a day will come when I am not enough. 
 
      
 
    I hear shouts from the deck. It seems our quarry is sighted.  
 
      
 
    I will finish this letter with my voice instead of ink—that is, if I can cease kissing you for long enough.

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    “He feels like emptiness.” 
 
      
 
    “He feels different, you know.” 
 
    Manon looked up with a start at the sound of Luca’s voice. She had not heard the hunter approach her place on the wall above the southern gate of Verdienne. Below, the inhabitants of the city—those who had not chosen to flee or who had no choice but to remain—filtered through the gate, giving their names to Captain Lumero and another member of the city watch as they passed through to take up what remained of their lives—whatever was not ash or black glass. They had been promised peace, the message delivered to fearful faces by Vincenzo, and the One Who Came Before had remained out of sight.  
 
    Manon had been watching since the first had arrived, straining her senses in an effort to catch a hint of Carrier blood. So far she had detected perhaps one or two among the families and individuals who had walked beneath her. Somehow she did not think the One Who Came Before would be satisfied with such poor results. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Manon’s gaze dropped to Luca’s chest, to the place just above his heart, as she asked the question. The mark, the handprint, was hidden under linen and leather, but she found it difficult not to look. Luca could hardly fail to notice. 
 
    “Our friend with the crown,” Luca said. “He doesn’t feel like you or other Carriers.” 
 
    Manon frowned. “We all feel different? What do I feel like?”  
 
    Luca propped one foot up on the parapet. “Have you ever successfully explained to someone what it feels like to Carry?” 
 
    Manon shrugged. Luca waited. “Fine. No,” she said. 
 
    “You can see the similarity, can’t you?”  
 
    The frown deepened into a scowl. “Try.” 
 
    Luca grinned and closed his eyes. The grin faded. His shoulders rose and fell on an inhale and exhale. “You feel like summer rain after a storm has passed.” He opened his eyes, and Manon was glad he chose to continue, as she had no response to that. “When I first met you, you felt like the storm—no,” he hesitated, biting his lip as he sought other words. “Not the storm, but the air when lightning is near.” He met Manon’s gaze. “Everyone is different. Sounds, smells, animals, feelings. I once met a woman who felt like soap bubbles and a man who felt like the sound of crickets.” 
 
    “And him?” 
 
    Luca was quiet for a long moment, no longer grinning. “He feels like emptiness,” he said at last. “But not as though he himself is empty.” 
 
    The difference between the two seemed negligible to Manon, but the earnest expression on Luca’s face told her not to point that out. She took a deep breath and spoke the words that had been lurking on her tongue since the moment Luca awoke. 
 
    “I heard my brother’s voice.” 
 
    She kept her gaze fixed on the people below, not willing to confront the disbelief no doubt spreading over the hunter’s face, steeling herself for hearing it in his voice.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Luca said. 
 
    “In my head,” Manon added. Which was, she knew, a very unhelpful addition. “But it was him, speaking from somewhere inside that golden skull.” She risked a glance at Luca, expecting to look away again, but he wasn’t looking at her. Instead, he gazed out across the sand, and Manon saw him nod—to himself. 
 
    “What was that?” she asked. 
 
    Luca turned to face her. She might have said he was smiling, if she could bring herself to believe it. “We should leave this place. Nothing good will come of Verdienne. I think you know that. And I wondered why we were still here. But I understand now. And I won’t ask you to leave with me.” 
 
    Manon swallowed, the thought of Luca leaving her sucking the saliva from her mouth. “What do you understand?” 
 
    Luca laughed a little. Manon could not comprehend his levity. “For one,” he said, “that you are very stubborn.” His face sobered. “I know you will never leave him, not while you believe your brother survives and can be saved.” 
 
    The words—the simple, unassuming articulation of something she herself had not yet known—hit Manon like a wave crashing out of the sea, and a moment passed before Manon felt fully in possession of herself once more. She watched another family pass through the gate, sensed Carrier blood—found she did not much care. 
 
    “I suppose you’ll leave today, then,” she said, striving for at least the semblance of indifference. 
 
    Luca crossed his arms and remained silent, but his face said enough, said such a supposition was not to be countenanced. 
 
    Manon felt herself smile, but a sudden tug on her senses redirected her attention to the gate. A young woman approached, alone, her shaved head catching the sun. But it was what lay within that drew Manon’s eye—a spark and the promise of heat and roaring flames. She felt more than saw Luca shift beside her. 
 
    “You feel her too?” 
 
    He nodded. “Unusual. Most often I have to be quite close.” 
 
    “She’s strong.” 
 
    They watched her give her name to Lumero. She spoke so softly Manon could not make out her voice at all, and she kept her eyes downcast throughout.  
 
    “How many have you found?” 
 
    Manon shrugged as the young woman disappeared and then emerged in the plaza behind them. “Perhaps four.” 
 
    “And he did not say why he wanted them?” 
 
    Manon spread her hands before her. “I did not ask.” She could see the unease in Luca, felt the same gnawing in her own mind, but she had kept it carefully shuttered in a dark corner and was unwilling to give it air lest it swell beyond her control. She had needed the man in the crown to help Luca, and now she needed to help Perrin. She would do what was necessary. 
 
    Manon pushed off the parapet. “Wish me luck,” she said, turning to descend the stairs to the plaza below. 
 
    Manon’s first attempt to hail the young Carrier went entirely unnoticed. The woman was headed north and would soon pass behind the empty statue plinths at the far end and disappear onto a road that angled off to the northeast—whereupon any number of side streets and alleys would be available to her. Manon picked up her pace and called out a second time just as the young woman reached the surviving statue of the woman mounted on the rearing horse, the black glass glossy in the sun. The woman slowed and shot a look over her shoulder, but then quickened her steps, neck hunched forward, arms drawn tight to her body, as though she was attempting to occupy as little space as possible. Nearly running now, she took the angled street, moving beneath the charred limbs of a line of five trees, husks, really, and then darted into an alley. Manon pursued, her longer strides eating up the ground between them—but she pulled up short when she entered the dim, narrow alley and found it empty.  
 
    Ahead of her, the alley ended at a tall brick wall that would have defied any unplanned attempt at climbing. Moving cautiously, Manon began to traverse the distance, approaching a pair of rain barrels and then a half-burned shed as though the young woman might jump out at any moment. But there was no movement, no ambush. And the damage done by the fire was less absolute in that narrow space, leaving windows unbroken and doors firmly fastened. There seemed little opportunity to slip into an empty building to hide. 
 
    A faint rattle sounded above Manon, but as she turned to search out the source, all she saw was fire streaking toward her. Manon threw herself sideways, landing heavily against the brick wall, the flames hitting the ground an arm’s length from where she had been standing. The young woman had missed. 
 
    “I won’t miss next time.” 
 
    Or perhaps not. Manon looked up and saw a figure standing on the roof, framed by the sun, the features difficult to make out. But Manon could make out the second ball of flames cupped in the woman’s palm. She embraced her own spark, let its warmth fill her limbs.  
 
    “Whoever you are, whatever you want, don’t try to follow me.” And then the stranger was gone. 
 
    Seething, Manon lurched to her feet, her instincts demanding retaliation, her flames but a heartbeat away—but with nothing to aim at and nowhere to go, the spark diminished, leaving only her anger. Still, Cyprian’s command echoed through her. She turned her face to the sky and shouted, “If you want to survive this place, you will not run from me again.” The flutter of wings as a sparrow flitted between rooftops was her only answer. 
 
    Manon clenched and unclenched her fists and tried to do the same with her jaw. As she dusted ash from her sleeves, she scanned the wall leading up to the roof and noted what she had not seen earlier—iron bars forming a ladder. No doubt Luca would have a thing or two to say about her poor observation skills.  
 
    But when Manon returned to the gatehouse, Luca was no longer alone.  
 
    The One Who Came Before stood between the yawning doors of the gate, hands clasped behind his back, his golden gaze fixing on Manon the moment she stepped onto the plaza. Around her, citizens of Verdienne stared, most seeing the man in the crown for the first time, abandoning their attempts at picking through the burnt rubble or sweeping ash from streets turned to glass. Luca remained atop the wall and Manon saw him reach a hand to the mark on his chest. 
 
    Manon tried to keep her strides even as the One Who Came Before watched her approach, but by the time she reached him, her palms were damp with sweat and her mouth dry. 
 
    “My city is beautiful, is it not?” 
 
    This was hardly the line of conversation she had expected. She managed a noncommittal noise.  
 
    “Soon she will rise from the ashes.” 
 
    Ashes of his creation, but it seemed unwise to call that particular detail into question.  
 
    “Now my people must begin to know me.” He gestured across the plaza at the dozen or so men and women congregated near the remains of the statues. “How many have you found?” 
 
    The abrupt shift unsettled Manon, not least because she knew her answer to be inadequate. 
 
    “Four,” she said. If the man in front of her was not wearing a golden skull and was not capable of turning brick and stone and wood to glass, she might have felt rather like a child under scrutiny for a particularly poor showing on a mathematics equation. As it was, the golden skull was grinning at her, and the glass under her feet flashed in the sun, which meant Manon felt only that she might be next. 
 
    If her answer displeased him, she could see no sign of it, only a slight shift in his shoulders, a subtle tilt to the head. It was easy enough, however, to imagine the face beneath darkening with disappointment. 
 
    “What will you do with them?” She asked the question for Luca rather than for herself. 
 
    Now the skull did move, coming around to face Manon head on, the dark eyes bringing their full weight to rest on her. 
 
    “It’s a little late for that question, don’t you think?” The rumbling voice seemed to vibrate through Manon’s bones, but no fire or fury followed. Instead, he returned his attention to the plaza. “But if you’re in the mood for questions, you may ask one for every Carrier you bring me.” 
 
    “And you’ll answer?” Manon asked. 
 
    Another heavy glance, this one longer than the first, so long Manon wondered what he saw that gave him such pause. She fought to keep all thought of the bronze disc in her pocket from her mind, which of course meant that was all she could think of. Once she would have thought it irrational to fear another might be capable of perceiving her thoughts—but once she would have thought it impossible to influence the flight of birds or to burn stone to black glass. The parameters of what was possible were no longer what the world knew to be true. At last he said, “I suppose we’ll find out.”  
 
    In other circumstances, this answer might have been given in tandem with a laugh or a wink or any number of playful additions. There was none of this. Only the grim certainty that Manon would, indeed, find out. 
 
    “Where do I bring them?” Manon asked. She had two days to—to what? Convince the Carriers to follow her when she could not tell them why? And if they did not cooperate? Was she to use force? At least one, Manon knew, would not come willingly.  
 
    The man in the mask hesitated—well, she supposed he did, somewhere beneath the smooth gold—then looked around, as though this was not a detail that had occurred to him, indeed, as if the very thought was beneath him.  
 
    “Here,” he said. As simple as that. Manon got the sense that he would have answered the same if they had been standing on the beach or atop the city wall or in the burned out remains of a home.  
 
    She nodded to show her understanding, but the man in the crown was already moving away, his attention suddenly fixed elsewhere, his long strides carrying him across the plaza. Men and women scattered before him, avoiding that dark gaze, scurrying like small animals with nowhere to hide—all except one man. Manon had seen him earlier, taken note of his bulky figure and the scar on his cheek as he returned to Verdienne. Now he watched the One Who Came Before—from the comfort of a good deal of distance, it had to be said. His expression was not one of calculation, Manon saw. No, it was admiration that arranged his features into a cruel smile.  
 
    The man who was not her brother had reached the far end of the plaza. He stared up at the glass face of the remaining statue, the only movement about him the gentle ripple of the hem of his cloak in the breeze, a ripple that surged into a wave as Manon watched, the black fabric snapping away from his body at an angle in the sudden, stiff wind. A wind only he felt, Manon realized. Cold fear curled in her stomach as she glanced around the plaza. Nothing else moved. No ash drifted through the air. A ruined canvas awning just beyond the statues hung at a crooked angle, undisturbed. Manon glanced over her shoulder. The banner above the gatehouse remained listless. The wind belonged to him and him alone. 
 
    The One Who Came Before held that position for longer than Manon would have considered natural—but then, there was nothing natural about him. When he did move, the air around him died, and a moment later he vanished from sight, disappearing into the depths of the city he had claimed as his own. 
 
    Only later, when Manon stood at the base of the statue of the woman on horseback did she realize what he had done. 
 
    The glass woman was changed. Small changes, only, the shape of the nose, the sharpness of the cheekbones, the height of the forehead, but together they made the woman’s face more severe and less joyous—and the face of someone else entirely. Whoever this hero of Verdienne had been, whatever she had done to be immortalized in stone, she was gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first was easy. 
 
    Manon found him in the charred husk of what had been his butcher shop, directed there by Captain Lumero and her list of citizens who had returned to the city—after a brief disagreement about the color of his beard. Manon had not realized such vehement opinions might be held as to what, exactly, qualified as the color auburn. 
 
    All in all, Captain Lumero and Vincenzo had calculated, based on death estimates and the relatively small number that had chosen to leave Verdienne with nothing but the clothes on their backs, that roughly half of the citizens of the small city remained, and once Manon had remembered to add that the man with the auburn beard—or what Manon considered auburn—had carried a large knife in his belt, Lumero had felt certain she was speaking of a man known as Romano the butcher. 
 
    Romano’s Carrier gift was small in the grand scheme of things, so small she was not certain she had felt it at all until she stepped across the threshold of the burned out shop. The butcher sat on the floor, head in his hands, elbows propped on his knees, the very picture of a man who has lost everything. The fire had raged here, and half the floorboards had turned to glass. Ash still choked the air. But despite the butcher’s grief, or perhaps because of it, Manon felt the glimmer of Carrier blood once more. 
 
    He looked up at the sound of Manon’s footsteps, seeing her through eyes glassy with tears. Manon told herself not to look away. 
 
    “Romano. That is your name, yes?” 
 
    He gave a slow nod. 
 
    “Do not waste time grieving over this,” Manon said. The words were callous, she knew, but hers was not a tongue accustomed to giving comfort. “It is gone, and you must accept that.” 
 
    Fresh tears spilled down his cheeks, and his head sank to his chest. 
 
    “There is a way forward, a future, if you will but seize it.” 
 
    A few sniffles later and Romano had wiped some of the salty tracks from his cheeks. “What are you saying?” 
 
    Manon had puzzled over this particular question herself. But with Romano the answer was simple. The man’s Carrier gift was so small, so deeply buried, any clear reference to it was likely to draw suspicion, or, at the least, more questions. Better to be opaque. “There is someone who would like to meet you.” 
 
    The butcher’s face creased with a slight frown. “To offer work?” 
 
    Manon nodded rather than speak words she doubted held any veracity. 
 
    Romano pushed himself up off the floor and dusted his palms together. He looked around his shop, his gaze lingering on memories Manon could not see. At last his dark eyes fell on her once more.  
 
    “I will follow where you lead.” He kept his chin up as he spoke, finding comfort, Manon supposed, in what dignity he could muster, even if it was only an illusion. 
 
    Manon nodded. “Tomorrow. The south plaza. Mid-day.” 
 
    The second was much the same as Romano the butcher. A dressmaker, her shop turned to glass, a casualty of a fire so hot that rather than reduce the mannequins and their frocks to ash, the smooth faces in the storefront that had once been porcelain stared back at Manon with glassy eyes. The satin and brocades, the buttons and ribbons—all were black and solid and swirling with unnatural light. 
 
    Manon had found her by the western gate, where a few enterprising citizens of the city had established a makeshift market, albeit one that traded in donations and fair exchanges of household goods and food. Manon saw a young man offering carpentry services in return for sustenance and a girl of no more than perhaps ten years with a net full of crabs.  
 
    The dressmaker had escaped the small apartment above her shop with her life savings, only to find her coin to be less valuable than the sacks of grain and live chickens being bartered over, and Manon had spotted her at the fringe of the crowd, her purse clutched tight in her hands, strands of black-grey hair slipping free from what had once been a tight bun. The offer of fish—fresh-caught by Luca that afternoon—had been enough to draw her away from the market and back to her shop.  
 
     “I should be dead,” she told Manon as they both surveyed the shimmering glass.  
 
     “But you are not,” Manon replied. “Surely there is hope to be found in that.” The meaningless platitude slipped off Manon’s tongue with ease.  
 
    By the time Manon introduced the dressmaker to Luca—as the heat of the day dissipated and the sand began to grow cool to the touch—she had agreed to be in the southern plaza at mid-day. If Luca was quiet as they shared the fish and a handful of wild mushrooms while seated around a small fire on the beach, Manon was determined not to think of it. If Luca was quick to escort the woman back into the walls and help her find shelter among the families offering it—and slow to return—Manon was resolved not to care.  
 
    The third…the third was a different matter entirely. 
 
    The third Carrier was a child. A boy of few enough years that Manon doubted he understood what had happened to his city—or his home, which the glass had left untouched but the fire had not. 
 
    He was sitting on the stoop of that home when she found him in the morning—the morning the price was due. Chin in one hand, head down, one finger tracing shapes in the coating of ash that covered the stone steps. From behind him emerged voices, older ones, frightened, angry voices. Manon heard something about a sister in Toridium, heard the other say they did not have the coin to make the journey, much less start a new life somewhere else. The boy kept his attention on his drawings, scuffing them over with a shoe when he was unsatisfied, or perhaps satisfied, Manon supposed she didn’t know. 
 
    When she first felt the Carrier skill emanating from the three figures—the boy clutching his father’s hand as the mother bought a jug of milk for three times its worth—she had hoped it wouldn’t be the child. Further observation made this an impossibility, as she saw the boy, his father distracted, wave his fingers at the surface of a barrel of water he could barely see over. The subsequent ripples could not be attributed to wind, and the giggle that erupted from the child’s lips was proof enough. She wondered if the parents had even noticed their child’s talent. 
 
    A child. She had not prepared for this. Still, she had her directive. And if Manon’s life did not depend on delivering, the chance to ask questions of the One Who Came Before—questions that might help her free Perrin from his unnatural prison—certainly did.  
 
    She could remember Perrin at that age. More solemn than this child. Quiet. Observant. The mischief and laughter had come later, born from Victor’s example and encouragement. But where Victor’s mischief had turned dark, Perrin’s was a purer heart—bright and unblemished until the day their father was dragged from their summer home on Isle de Gaustin and imprisoned. The brightness had begun to fade then, and over time her brother had learned to wear a mask, a façade built on indifference, and Manon had come to see this as the greatest casualty of Julian Barca’s crimes.  
 
    Four was better than three. 
 
    But perhaps three was enough. 
 
    Manon turned away. 
 
    That left only the fourth. Manon had not seen the young woman again since their encounter in the alley, which in itself was not surprising. Verdienne was no market town. But her inquiries as to the identity and whereabouts of a young woman with a shaved head and a nervous disposition were met with shrugs, apologetic shakes of the head, and not a single piece of useful information.  
 
    She tried to consult Captain Lumero and the roster of names the city watch had collected, but the captain was engaged in coordinating cleaning efforts and was not interested in giving Manon’s trivial needs any of her time, a fact that she communicated with curt disdain that set Manon’s teeth on edge. 
 
    At a loss, Manon even made mention of the young woman’s Carrier skills, but this, too, seemed to be a dead end. It was as though she did not exist. And Manon was running out of time. She did what she could, leaving instruction with members of the city watch and with Vincenzo that if such a woman was noticed, she should be brought to the plaza the next day, whether by force or encouraged with promises of coin or safety or whatever seemed to appeal to her. Perhaps word would reach the young woman. Perhaps not. 
 
    Two was enough. Surely. Two questions were better than none. 
 
    The sun was at its peak when Manon made her way to the plaza. Romano was there ahead of her, milling about aimlessly, and the dressmaker arrived shortly after Manon. The butcher’s pacing became intolerable to Manon almost instantly as they waited at the ruined fountain, and by the time the One Who Came Before arrived—striding with purpose through the gate—she was ready to be gone.  
 
    The man who called himself king had other ideas. 
 
    Manon had taken only two steps when his voice called after her. 
 
    “You will stay.” 
 
    And so she did. Because though every fiber of her being screamed at her to be away from that place, there was something new in his voice, something cold and fierce and implacable, and Manon did not have the will to defy it. 
 
    The man in the crown looked at the dressmaker and the butcher. They stared down at the ground, their fear palpable. 
 
    “Two,” he said, his displeasure shaping his voice into something sharp.  
 
    It was in that moment Manon saw her.  
 
    There, at the edge of the crowd that was forming across the plaza. Unremarkable and plain, but for her shaved head. 
 
    “Three,” Manon said, with eyes only for the other Carrier. “The one with the shaved head. This one fought and fled.” 
 
    The One Who Came Before followed her gaze. “You said four.” 
 
    “I was wrong.” Manon didn’t move, didn’t blink, but she knew if he could hear her heartbeat he would know her words to be a lie. But the golden gaze remained fixed on the young woman. Manon was not the quarry in his sights. 
 
    For a moment, Manon thought he would order her to bring the woman to him, which Manon could not imagine doing without the use of her Carrier abilities—which she was desperate to keep concealed. But it seemed he was willing to do his own work. Manon once more experienced the decidedly uncomfortable sensation that the skull’s grin had grown wider—and then she heard the dressmaker cry out. 
 
    Manon spun, saw the two Carriers struggle where they stood, saw fear contort their faces, saw ashes rise from the drifts around the fountain and form dark clouds around their legs. Romano strained, his arms reaching for Manon, and she understood they were immobilized, leashed to the stones at their feet. And from across the plaza, another cry rang in the air. 
 
    More ashes forming, reaching out to snare the young woman with black tendrils. Manon saw her turn and try to run, saw the crowd begin to scatter, saw the man in the golden skull extend one hand.  
 
    She did not get far. 
 
    The ash cloud surged upward, enveloping the Carrier, and for a moment there was silence. Then a scream and a burst of fire from within the swirling ashes, but it was not enough. The One Who Came Before snapped his fingers into a steel fist, and the ashes collapsed to reveal the young woman on the ground, obscured within thick ropes of ash that bound her tight—and with a slight twist of his wrist, the cloud of ash retreated, dragging her across the plaza with the speed of an arrow shot from a bow.  
 
    The ash deposited the young woman in a heap at the crowned man’s feet, facedown, what skin could be seen through the unnatural bindings smudged and scraped raw. Manon jerked back, recoiling from the sudden violence, aware in a way she had not been that this would be her fate if she made a single mistake.  
 
    With the three Carriers rendered helpless, the One Who Came Before flexed his gauntlet and rolled his shoulders, a motion exaggerated by the black steel he wore, and then he reached up to the bronze disc hanging from his neck and lifted it free, up over the golden skull, up over the sharp shards of his silver crown.  
 
    “What are you going to do to them?” Manon heard herself whisper. The golden skull looked up, that resonant stillness emanating from somewhere deep within, and for a moment Manon was certain he had forgotten she was there. She didn’t expect an answer. Wasn’t sure she wanted one. 
 
    “What I have always done.” 
 
    And with that he stepped close to the butcher, one hand on the back of his neck, pulling him close in a strange sort of embrace, the other hand darting toward the man’s abdomen—like an assassin with a blade. Only he wielded the bronze disc instead of a knife. 
 
    Romano screamed, his face contorting into a hideous maw, his burly form sagging against cold steel armor, eyes rolling back into his head. The One Who Came Before held him upright, steel-clad fingers entwined in the butcher’s hair, and waited while the scream faded into mewling gasps. Then, with tenderness that frightened Manon more than the butcher’s pain, he lowered Romano to the ground. 
 
    Manon saw the butcher’s eyelids flutter, saw the black circle burned into his flesh, saw his fingers curl against the ground—and then lived it all over again as the One Who Came Before turned to the dressmaker. When she, too, lay on the ground, her chest rising and falling in the shallowest of breaths, at last he approached the young woman. 
 
    He took his time with her. Went to one knee beside her. Watched her twist and squirm in the grasp of the ash ropes that still held her tight. Stroked a gauntleted finger along her scalp. Gently, he slid one hand under her back and lifted her torso from the ground—as easily as a child lifts a straw doll—and when he brought the disc to her stomach, he leaned close, his golden face nearly touching hers. 
 
    When the young woman screamed, Manon was ready for it. But she was not prepared for the second voice she heard.  
 
    “Manon.” Perrin’s voice. Just as before. Nothing but her name, a soft whisper that caressed her mind. Manon sucked in a breath, felt eyes on her, lifted her gaze just enough to see Luca at the western edge of the plaza. Even at that distance, Manon felt the weight of his sorrow. The screams went silent. 
 
    The man with the golden skull set the young woman’s shivering body alongside the other two. All three clung to life. He stood, unfurling his full height, the disc in his hand radiating light as he hung it around his neck once more. Slowly, as though the air offered resistance, he spread his arms wide, his steel fingers stretching toward the ground. 
 
    Manon held her breath. Nothing happened—nothing, that is, until the disc flashed with blinding white light. Manon dropped to a crouch, one arm shielding her eyes. But this was no attack. As she blinked away the white spots in her vision, she saw something form in each of his hands, growing, extending until he held a sword in each hand—a thing Manon’s mind could not comprehend even as her eyes witnessed it. The blades were long and sharp, with wicked notches in the steel near the hilts. She understood now that he had not acquired or found the crown or the black armor in the days since Elysium. They had been made. Forged. In this very manner. 
 
    He looked down at his work, admiring them, judging them, Manon supposed, twisting his wrists right and left, the dark steel swallowing the light. He turned his attention to the Carriers at his feet. And then the One Who Came Before cut their throats with three furious, savage strokes. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    “By that reckoning, I should be dead already.” 
 
      
 
    Pain and light.  
 
    These were the things Eska knew. Perhaps one came first, heralding the other, or perhaps they were one. She couldn’t feel her arms, though she supposed they were pinned above her head still, not in the least because her shoulders felt ready to slip from their sockets with the slightest movement. She didn’t open her eyes to face the light. Wasn’t sure she could. 
 
    And then the pain grew worse—or at least more immediate. Sharp and stinging, a grass switch against her legs. 
 
    “You look half dead.” 
 
    It took Eska a moment to realize that she comprehended those words.  
 
    Perhaps she ought to open her eyes after all. 
 
    Which is how she discovered she had quite the audience. 
 
    Eska was surrounded by Vardini. She saw the woman with the silver earrings and the older woman from the night before, as well as the warrior who had taken her and the boy Cedo. And if she was not mistaken, either the clan had grown overnight (unlikely) or a second had arrived. But the face closest to her was not Vardini. 
 
    The man peering at her was portly and pale and dressed in fine brocade. He squinted, despite being quite close, which suggested poor eyesight, and dabbed frequently at his sweaty hairline with a silk handkerchief. In short, he was as unlikely a creature to be found in the Vardini grasslands as a house cat in a swamp. 
 
    And Eska immediately knew two other things about him, though she could not decide which was more important. 
 
    He spoke Bellaran. Excellent. 
 
    He smelled of harrow root. Unexpected. 
 
    Eska had heard of the substance having that effect on certain individuals. Some scholars thought it due to poor diet, others insisted it could be traced to blood composition, all agreed it was a sign of over-consumption. Eska did not have an opinion on the particulars. All she knew was that the spicy scent was oozing from this man’s pores as if he were sweating it out.  
 
    The switch slashed against Eska’s calves again, wielded by a Vardini warrior she did not recognize. She closed her eyes, her throat too dry to utter any complaint. 
 
    The man in the purple brocade spoke rapidly in Vardu to the warrior. This exchange continued for a moment, until the Vardini man scowled, drew a long knife, and, with a swift chop, cut Eska’s hands free from the post. 
 
    She fell forward, her arms crying out with new pain, and dropped to her knees in front of the portly man. He could have caught her. Indeed, she came face to face with his knees as she fought to stay upright. But he merely dabbed at his neck with his handkerchief.  
 
    More words passed between the two men, and then the warrior shouted to the assembled Vardini—at which point they began to move away. The two women were the last to go, and Eska saw them argue heatedly as they went, but after a moment she was alone with the stranger—or at least as alone as they could be under the watchful eyes of the warrior, who, after depositing a stool with a woven seat in the muddy grass, lingered a short distance away, pacing back and forth, his eyes never straying from Eska. 
 
    The pale man passed his handkerchief over his forehead and rearranged his belly, then lowered himself onto the stool. He peered at Eska again. 
 
    “Well, they don’t like you very much.” 
 
    No second stool appeared to be forthcoming. Nor water for her parched lips and throat. 
 
    “Who are you?” Eska managed. With her feet still bound, she had little choice but to remain on her knees—that or flop onto her side like some sort of beached sea creature, which Eska very much doubted would improve her mood. 
 
    “I?” The man indicated himself with the hand holding the handkerchief. “I am Casimir San-Voria.” 
 
    “You speak Bellaran. Which city?” 
 
    “My, my, where are your manners? I have given you my name, now you ought to give me yours.” 
 
    Eska wet her lips and tried to reel in her impatience. “Eska de Caraval, of Arconia.” 
 
    “Delighted. And I was once of Parnaxes, but I have been across the sea these many years.” 
 
    “And your position with the Vardini?” 
 
    The handkerchief fluttered in his hand. “You are very direct. If I were you, I wouldn’t frown so much.” San-Voria gave a slight tilt of his head toward the watching warrior.  
 
    “Why?” Eska asked, attempting to manufacture a more neutral expression.  
 
    “Because I highly doubt you and I will be given a second chance at this conversation. You might consider me rude for sitting while you kneel and for not offering you water to quench your thirst, but if it were up to him, you’d still be tacked to that post like a prize carcass ready for butchering. If he suspects this isn’t going well, it will end quickly.” 
 
    Eska considered this for a moment. “And what exactly is this conversation we are having, Master San-Voria?” 
 
    Casimir San-Voria crossed one leg over the other, propped his elbow on his knee and his chin on his palm, and leaned close. He was no longer squinting, in fact, his face had grown quite intent—and the warrior was directly behind him, rendering his features unwatched. “Why, it is the one in which I explain to you all the trouble you’re in and we attempt to keep you alive.”  
 
    “I see,” Eska said. “And why would you have an interest in keeping me alive? What’s in it for you?” 
 
    “I suppose you wouldn’t be satisfied if I said something very nice about feeling kinship with you, our shared heritage, our beloved Seven Cities, and on and on like so?” The vacant expression returned as the warrior came around to San-Voria’s left, and he dabbed at his neck with the handkerchief. 
 
     “You would suppose correctly,” Eska said, fascinated with the changes in the man.  
 
    “Unfortunately for you, I’m not the one trussed up like a pig and don’t particularly feel the need to answer your question.” San-Voria’s expression and words were entirely at odds with each other, and he gave a nervous little laugh. 
 
    There were few situations that could make Eska de Caraval uneasy, but a lack of information, pertinent, vital information, was one—and the knowledge that others had the information she needed. But she saw no choice but to step into the arena of whatever game it was the Parnaxoan was playing. “Well, then, Master San-Voria,” she said, “perhaps you had better begin.” 
 
    Casimir San-Voria uncrossed his legs, crossed them the other way, and settled onto his stool in a manner that reminded Eska of a dog turning this way and that on a soft blanket before lying down to sleep. 
 
    “Your hosts,” he began at last, “are the Wind at Dawn clan, roughly translated of course. They are a small but respected clan with a long heritage. None of this splintering that so many of the Vardini clans are known for. Those who arrived with me this morning, including our watchful friend here, are from the Sun Behind the Grass clan, larger, with an even longer heritage, and one of the four great clans of the Vardini. Sun Behind the Grass and Wind at Dawn are what you and I might call neighbors, though of course such a thing is a nebulous construct when one blade of grass looks much like another. Do you follow?” 
 
    Eska nodded. “Indeed, Master San-Voria. Let me guess, Sun Behind the Grass demands a certain degree of loyalty from Wind at Dawn and can interfere in the smaller clan’s affairs.” 
 
    San-Voria raised an eyebrow. “Not just a pretty face, I see. You are mostly correct. The clans are fully autonomous, so I would say that interfere is overstating it slightly. But Wind at Dawn benefits from the stability that comes with having one of the great clans as a neighbor. And Sun Behind the Grass benefits from having a neighbor that is not overly ambitious. The relationship is complicated, and, mind you, I am vastly oversimplifying the politics between the Vardini, but this will suffice for what you need to know.” 
 
    “And what is it I need to know?” Eska asked. 
 
    San-Voria waved the handkerchief at an insect circling his head before speaking. “Part of the relationship between the two is an exchange of warriors. They spend a season, sometimes more, living and fighting with the other. It strengthens the bond and acts as a means for younger warriors to learn from those who are more experienced. But you seem clever enough to guess at what other use this practice might have.” 
 
    “They are hostages,” Eska said. The impromptu lesson was very nearly allowing her to forget how much her body hurt. Alas, it was having no such effect on her thirst. 
 
    “Not afraid to be blunt either,” San-Voria said. “The Vardini do not share your bluntness, not, at least, when it comes to this exchange of warriors. Their language is very careful in this regard. But you are correct. Now, Eska de Caraval, you are two for two in your insights. I don’t suppose you could manage a third?” 
 
    “You mean what this practice has to do with me.” Eska took a breath and glanced through the tall grass toward the hide structures of the Wind at Dawn encampment. When she looked back at the Parnaxoan, he was watching her intently. “The man I killed was one of these exchanged warriors. He was of Sun Behind the Grass.” 
 
    San-Voria sat back and smiled. “Very good.” He followed this up with another nervous laugh and a series of exaggerated dabs at his hairline. “You have upset the balance between the two clans. Wind at Dawn was responsible for this man’s life. His death sullies Wind at Dawn’s honor and threatens the Sun Behind the Grass position in the Vardini hierarchy.” 
 
    “By that reckoning, I should be dead already,” Eska said. “Why am I not?” 
 
    “Two reasons,” San-Voria said. “It so happens that the warrior you killed had not endeared himself to his host. He sought to claim a Wind at Dawn woman. There are few things that unite the Vardini so completely as the treatment of women. His actions were antithetical to everything the clans believe in. He was only allowed to live because the woman insisted it be so.” 
 
    Eska saw the dead man’s face once more, saw his eyes widen as the knife drove into his skull, felt her stomach twist. She pushed the image away. “And the second reason?” 
 
    San-Voria leaned close. The stench of harrow root was nearly overwhelming. “It seems you have a champion among Wind at Dawn. The matriarch has taken a liking to you.” 
 
    Eska frowned. “The matriarch? I haven’t met her.” 
 
    “Ah,” San-Voria said with a small smile, “but you have. She does not yet wear the chain because the formal ceremony has not taken place, but she is the matriarch, make no mistake. Wind at Dawn is transitioning.” 
 
    That was something, Eska supposed, to have a matriarch regard her with some favor. But what she had seen of the matriarch’s relationship with the other woman, who clearly had some influence, suggested the clan was not entirely at ease with their new leader. “How great is her power?” 
 
    San-Voria gave a delicate shrug. “I could not say with any certainty. I am not as well acquainted with Wind at Dawn, and each clan is different. Some matriarchs keep their successors at a distance, determined to have sole authority. Others work in tandem. But she is new to the role, yes, and I am not familiar with her or her clan’s feelings for her.” 
 
    “What happens next, Master San-Voria?” 
 
    “The Sun Behind the Grass matriarch will be here soon. I imagine there will be a great deal of conversation to which you and I will not be privy,” San-Voria said. He made a show of polishing one of his buttons. “This is quite the unprecedented situation. You’ll be talked about for generations to come.” 
 
    “You’ll forgive me if I don’t find that comforting,” Eska said. “Tell me, Master San-Voria, what benefit do you gain from pretending to be dull of mind and poor of eyesight?” 
 
    Casimir San-Voria didn’t miss a beat. He trilled another laugh and fanned himself. “Have you never acted the fool, Eska de Caraval?” 
 
    “No, actually,” Eska said. “You enjoy being underestimated?” 
 
    “Enjoy? I wouldn’t say that.” San-Voria smiled, a sickly sort of smile, crushing a bead of sweat in the crease of his cheek. “But you must understand, I am a fat man past my best years, I have no martial advantages, no bravado or courage to speak of, and no vast fortune on which to rest. And so I have adapted. We do what we must to survive. Are you prepared to do the same?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    San-Voria studied Eska for a moment, a new weight behind his gaze. “I know a thing or two about ancient Vardini laws and customs. In fact, if I were a wagering man—which I’m not, because wagering tends to be at odds with survival, I’ve found—but if I were, I’d bet I know as much as these matriarchs. I may be able to use that to your advantage. But you have to promise me you’ll do as I say.” 
 
    Putting her fate in another’s hands was not something Eska was accustomed to doing. In fact, it ranked alongside a lack of information as the two things Eska sought to avoid at all costs. Casimir San-Voria had managed to inflict both upon her in the span of a single conversation.  
 
    “I’ll make that promise, Master San-Voria,” Eska said. “But first you will ask our hosts for a cup of water, and then you will stir some of your harrow root powder into it.”  
 
    San-Voria’s jaw twitched, Eska was sure of it. The first instinctual, unplanned movement he had made since she had opened her eyes. But then he smiled—a little too broadly, perhaps—and wagged a finger in her direction. “A devotee of the root, I see. I confess, I didn’t think you were the type. But I can imagine how very desperate you are for a taste, yes, indeed, I can.” 
 
    Resentful of his choice of words, Eska wanted to offer a stinging retort, but she swallowed it down, aware that this man was perhaps her only ally—an uncertain alliance, if there ever was one—and therefore it would not do to antagonize him overly much. If that meant he thought her an addict, so be it. Even as she made that resolution, she felt her face twist in revulsion, but San-Voria, having spun his ample backside on his stool to face the Sun Behind the Grass warrior, was none the wiser. 
 
    The water procured, he withdrew a small pouch from his inner waistcoat pocket—complete with a tiny silver spoon, no larger than Eska’s smallest finger.  
 
    “You’ll forgive me if I ration you rather strictly,” he said. 
 
    Eska gave a nod. Any amount would do.  
 
    San-Voria filled the spoon twice, which meant he gave her less than a fifth of what she might add to a bath, and handed the clay cup to Eska. She waited for the particles to sink below the surface, pleased to be patient in the face of the obvious hunger in San-Voria’s eyes, and then raised the cup to her lips. 
 
    The water itself was marvelous. And then the spicy tang of the harrow root hit Eska’s nose and tongue, and she closed her eyes, letting the powder do its work. By the time she opened them, her senses were clear, her mind calm, and she felt, if not exactly impervious, stronger than she had since entering the Vardini grasslands. The look on Casimir San-Voria’s face, though, was far too knowing for her taste, and Eska made a point of injecting her voice with as much indifference as she could when she spoke. 
 
    “Thank you, Master San-Voria, you are very kind. Now, tell me more about the matriarch of Sun Behind the Grass. I should like to know what to expect from her.” 
 
    The history lesson was cut off, however, before it ever got underway by the approach of the Wind at Dawn matriarch. She shot down the warrior’s attempt to accompany her with nothing more than a steely glare worthy, Eska could not help but think, of Sorina de Caraval when faced with a particularly asinine diplomat, and then came to stand in front of Eska. San-Voria scrambled to his feet—more awkwardly, Eska suspected, than he needed to—and offered the stool to her, but she declined this with a wave, her gaze fixed on Eska. Only after a long moment of study did she speak. 
 
    San-Voria translated swiftly. “She wants to know why you have entered the grass.” 
 
    Eska took a deep breath. “Tell her I am an archaeologist and was bound for an expedition in Sandalese and came to Vardini lands only to pass through.” The woman accepted this with a nod, then spoke again, her words drawing San-Voria’s eyebrows upward in surprise. 
 
    “She says you did what she could not in regards to the warrior and for that she is grateful. She will argue in your favor when it is time. She will be asking you for a favor, which she will name soon. Will you accept?”  
 
    Eska looked up at the woman. Her face was still calm and composed, but there was a curve to her mouth that suggested a smile contained, and a light in her eyes that Eska named anticipation. Whatever lay ahead, Eska’s fate was only a piece of this woman’s intent. She nodded at the woman, who returned the gesture, and then the matriarch turned and retreated. 
 
    “A champion, indeed,” San-Voria said, watching her go. “I am curious what she intends to ask of you. Most curious.” 
 
    “She wanted him dead, the man I killed.” 
 
    “So it seems. That is not in itself unexpected. There are others who would have shared that belief, given his crime.” 
 
    “But that means she wants to disrupt the balance between the two clans.” 
 
    “Cleverer and cleverer,” San-Voria said, appraising Eska once more. 
 
    Eska gave him a smile. “I learn quickly. Still, her position seems tenuous, and I have some concern whether her people will support her. We humans are stubborn, Master San-Voria, and I’ve found that people take comfort in the familiar and resent change, even when they would be better off for it.” 
 
    Casimir San-Voria made a little bow. “I know a thing or two about change, and look where that got me,” he said, his arms gesturing at the expanse of grass around them. 
 
    “I hope to some day hear your story, Master San-Voria,” Eska said. “Provided I live long enough.” 
 
    Whatever rapport had emerged between them seemed to teeter and then vanish as San-Voria looked away and resumed wiping away sweat with his now sodden handkerchief. When he glanced her way again—the most fleeting of glances—it was as if an abyss had opened. Two alliances she might have, but both were built on something Eska could not see. It was a disconcerting thought, to say the least, to know that she was being used for ends of which she remained ignorant. 
 
    A third ally, however, revealed himself later that day, long after Casimir San-Voria had left his stool in search of sustenance and shade, after, even, the Sun Behind the Grass warrior grew bored of his task and wandered off. She was left to sit in the grass at the base of the post, hands and feet still bound, sun beating down, passing time by the strands of a spider building its web near her knee. 
 
    Eska was conscious only because of the harrow root, she knew, when the small shadow appeared over her shoulder. And then Cedo was crouching at her side, pressing a cup of water into her hands. 
 
    Eska drained the cup. He took it without a word and walked away, only to return a moment later, the cup refilled. This he did five times, not once venturing to speak, not once questioning whether she needed more. The fifth time, he carried a piece of the thin, spicy flatbread, which Eska had to force herself to chew slowly and savor. When she finished, she expected him to leave, expected him to slink away as quietly as he had come before he could be caught and punished. 
 
    But Cedo didn’t leave. He sat next to her, legs crossed, finger poking in the dirt—disturbing the spider and its web—glancing up at her only now and then. He smiled once, spoke not at all. And Eska had never been so glad of company in all her life.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    “And they will answer my song.” 
 
      
 
    “I like the look of him. Strong. But not one of those overconfident buffoons.” 
 
    Sascha shifted his head just enough to catch Leondroval Caridore’s eye. Grass tickled his nose. “You get all of that from Ramses Tukhamon’s backside?” 
 
    Caridore’s shrug was as expansive as if he were leaning casually against a tree with a flask in hand, which was quite remarkable considering he was flat on the ground, face pressed to the earth, after crawling across a small ridge to get within sight of the Grey Eagles camp. 
 
    “Sometimes an ass says a great deal, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    If stealth weren’t paramount, Sascha would have burst out laughing. As it was, he had to snort into the grass, which only resulted in further tickling. 
 
    They had tracked the Grey Eagles all day—or, in truth, Sascha and his men had followed at a respectful distance while Caridore’s scouts did their work, keeping the Eagles close without risking their own position. Four scouts protected their own flanks, riding at precisely aligned distances so as to detect any counter-scouting ordered by Tukhamon. But the Grey Eagles had moved with the casual ease of those who suspected nothing, indeed, they might as well have been out for a country stroll. The plethora of weapons bristling about their persons belied this, of course, as did, apparently, Ramses Tukhamon’s ass. 
 
    Now, with the sun moments away from sinking below the horizon, the captain of the Grey Eagles was laughing—he did have a good laugh, Sascha had to admit—sharing a joke with a pair of his men as they lit a long pipe and passed it amongst themselves. Tukhamon wore a pair of swords, one strapped to his back and the other, shorter and slightly curved, hung from his hips. His dark hair was pulled up and off his neck and fastened into a thick knot with a wide band of blue cloth. Around him, his mercenaries settled in for an evening next to a rippling stream, staking out particular trees to sleep under or the preferred patches of ground—no doubt with the smoothest pine needles—with the unspoken familiarity of men who knew their place in the hierarchy. Sascha could see it unfolding. Seasoned men clustered closest to the running water, where the ground was flat and pleasant. Younger members of the troop left to find a suitable rock on which to rest their heads out on the fringe of the camp. Sascha counted four who had chosen poorly—too far from the rest, one even out of sight behind a pair of bushes, vulnerable in the coming darkness. He waited for Tukhamon to correct them, to position them in a manner that was more prudent, but the captain did no such thing. 
 
    Sascha frowned and jerked his head at Caridore to signal his intent to retreat. Together they crawled away until it was safe to stand, then returned to the rest of their party. 
 
    Captain Colombial waited with eager eyes, following every step Sascha took as he and Caridore descended into the small gulley they had claimed for themselves. He waited until Sascha and Caridore had arranged for four scouts to take turns watching the Eagles from the ridge that night, but there was no doubt what sort of words would spill from his mouth the moment he had Sascha’s attention. 
 
    “Can we take them, Arch-Commander?” 
 
    It was not a question of ability, nor even of numbers, though the Grey Eagles had the slight advantage. No, Captain Jolie Colombial was asking for permission. 
 
    And that was the problem. They could. A night ambush could be undertaken. Tukhamon seemed entirely at ease, unsuspecting. Four of his men would die in silence, maybe more, before an alarm was sounded. Sascha was more than aware that Colombial and his six men could handle twice their number. That left roughly ten of the Eagles for Caridore and his scouts to kill or subdue. And Sascha himself would take Tukhamon if the man did not surrender.  
 
    It was, if not easy, too uncomplicated. 
 
    Though he would rather keep the two men separated as much as possible, Sascha drew Caridore and Colombial aside, stepping between the two halves of a massive boulder that had split open long ago.  
 
    “Let me see the camp, Arch-Commander,” Colombial urged. “Find the best points of attack. We can take them in their sleep.” 
 
    “Better let one of my boys show him the way, Arch-Commander,” Caridore butted in. “He’ll get lost in the dark.” 
 
    Colombial shot Caridore a withering glance and opened his mouth to retaliate, but Sascha cut in. 
 
    “Enough,” he said, his voice sharp. “Both of you.” Sascha looked from one to the other. “When was the last time you saw a mercenary captain conduct himself in such a way in enemy territory?” 
 
    Silence. Which was both satisfying and entirely unhelpful.  
 
    “Tukhamon might be under Licenzan pay,” Sascha went on, “but he will know as well as any mercenary that the cities of Bellara do not often make such contracts. Meaning he will be unwelcome and mistrusted everywhere he goes. What gives him the confidence to divide his troop? To travel and make camp with such a disregard for caution?” 
 
    “Arrogance, Arch-Commander,” Colombial said, with a certain ironic confidence.  
 
    “Stupidity,” Caridore said in the same moment. 
 
    Sascha shook his head. “I don’t believe it’s either of those things. We are missing something. And I will not,” Sascha directed his gaze at Colombial, “initiate conflict until we know what that something is. I will not kill the only people capable of telling us what we need to know. Is that understood, Captain?” 
 
    A stiff nod. “Yes, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    “We watch Tukhamon’s every move. We come to understand him well enough to know what he will do next before he does,” Sascha said. 
 
    “Does that include letting him reunite with the rest of his troop?” 
 
    It was Caridore who posed the question—the essential question, really. That was the danger in watching and waiting, in not severing the head from the snake. Sascha’s task was not to gather information, after all. He was to protect Vienisi from Ramses Tukhamon and the ambitions of the principe of Licenza. Killing the mercenary captain before he ever set foot in Vienisi territory was certainly one way to achieve that. 
 
    “It does not, Commander Caridore.” 
 
    That ought to have been the end of it. The arch-commander had spoken, made his decision known.  
 
    Later, much later, if Sascha had been asked, he would have been adamant that there was no way of predicting what would follow. After all, Captain Colombial, if proud, was a career soldier, used to taking orders. And if Commander Caridore was unconventional, he was a man who made his living not killing, not seeking open conflict. Yes, Sascha had seen the man take a surreptitious sip from a flask that was most certainly not filled with water. But he had seen this before. The orders were accepted, and Sascha had every reason to expect them to be followed. 
 
    The contents of Leondroval Caridore’s flask had something else in mind. 
 
    It was the singing that woke Sascha.  
 
    Atrocious singing. But that was hardly the point. It could have been a divine voice sent by the stars and Sascha would have cursed it all the same. Because it was entirely too loud, and it was coming from the ridge between the two camps.  
 
    And it belonged to Commander Caridore. 
 
    Sascha had always excelled at waking quickly. It was an innate skill honed by years of early mornings—and a single dawn attack during his first campaign. Sascha survived. Many did not. 
 
    This skill saw him reaching for his spear the moment he opened his eyes, saw him come to his feet before the sleeping forms around him stirred, saw him reach the edge of the gulley before the closest of the two scouts on watch raced into camp. Sascha let him wake the others. He needed to reach Caridore. 
 
    Bounding through the trees on long strides, Sascha wove his way through the white birches and slender pines and up the slope leading to the ridge, the drunken voice of Caridore a beacon in the night. 
 
    Sascha summited the ridge, paused, searching the cloud-crossed moonlight for Caridore. There. Arms wide, belting his song to the stars. Sascha ran, letting his spear fall from his hand, and slammed into Caridore, tackling him to the ground. The song died, cut off with a squawk. Silence, but for Sascha’s steady breathing and Caridore’s deep inhale as he fought to get air back into his lungs. 
 
    “Whadja doin,” was Caridore’s slurred response to ending up sprawled on his back, cushioned, it would seem, by the alcohol in his bloodstream. The commander looked up at Sascha with eyes that did not focus, but Sascha’s attention was elsewhere. 
 
    He kept Caridore pinned down—an easy task given the commander’s apparent lack of concern with having Sascha’s full weight on him—but his ears and eyes were straining for signs of life in the Grey Eagles’ camp below. For a moment, he dared to hope. The night went on as it ought. A breeze whispered through leaves. Insects buzzed. An owl offered an indignant hoot. 
 
    And then one by one the insects went quiet. 
 
    The Eagles were coming. 
 
    Sascha got to his feet, pivoting to face the slope. A rustling to his right, another straight ahead. Without taking his eyes from the darkness in front of him, Sascha backtracked and retrieved his spear from the grass. Caridore, still stretched out on his back as though admiring the stars, mumbled something and laughed, the sound ringing out—but Sascha no longer cared about silence. The stage had been set.  
 
    From behind Sascha came the sound of his men approaching. But there was no time to regroup. Doing so would leave Caridore vulnerable, which Sascha would not do, no matter how egregious the commander’s offense. Captain Colombial was more than capable of organizing the scouts and his own men. Sascha would trust that—and stand his ground. 
 
    It was not ground of his choosing. The slope was gentle and the top of the ridge broad, exposing him on all sides if the Eagles moved quickly. If he was lucky, they might approach with excessive caution given that they did not know what, precisely, awaited them at the top. And if some invisible deity was feeling very generous, Sascha supposed Tukhamon might only have sent two or three men to investigate the off-key disturbance. But the sounds rising up the slope were not the movement of just two or three men, and Sascha did not care to rely on luck. He stepped forward, placing himself between Caridore’s prone figure and whatever was coming up the hill, spear grasped lightly in his right hand, the sharp edges glinting with cold moonlight as the blade kissed the soft pink petals of a tall-stemmed flower poking its head above the grass. 
 
    Sascha took a deep breath, let it out slowly, felt the hairs on his arms lift from his skin, felt the steady beat of his heart in his chest—and then dark figures rose up before him, three spear lengths away, emerging like shadows spilling from the earth, first two, then a third, and the sound of footfalls on grass promised yet more. 
 
    A shout rang out as one of the three spotted him, followed by the slightest of hesitations, and then, no doubt perceiving both the steel he carried and that he was alone, they came for him. 
 
    But he wasn’t alone. 
 
    An arrow whistled past Sascha’s right ear and plunged into the throat of the nearest attacker. He dropped without a sound. The other two Eagles drew up short, and if Sascha had bothered to look for it, he would have seen their eyes, gleaming in the moonlight, darting here and there in search of the archer. Sascha was not bothering to look, though, because he was lunging at them. 
 
    His spear sliced open the belly of the one on his right, the sharp steel hardly slowing as Sascha pivoted, his momentum driving the edge of the blade onward. The second Eagle leaned back, dodging the strike—or thought he did, but Sascha extended to his fullest reach, and the spear carved into the man’s ribs. Sascha did not wait to see him die. Wrenching the tip of the spear free, he surged ahead to face the next pair of shadows. 
 
    Another arrow whispered through the night, burying itself in a torso. Sascha heard the clash of steel on steel, knew his men had engaged, saw shapes hurtling through the dark—and brought his spear down in an arc on an Eagle’s shoulder, the blade cleaving through flesh and bone. Sascha pulled the spear back, but the blade stuck. Releasing the shaft as the dying man dropped to his knees, Sascha danced away from a sword meant for his chest, spun, and grasped the spear with an underhand grip. Rushing forward, Sascha vaulted over the man, planting one foot on the man’s chest as he leaped. The blade came free, and Sascha thrust the spear forward, driving it home in a third mercenary’s collarbone as he landed. He pushed the body from his spear tip. 
 
    And then the night around Sascha was empty. 
 
    To his left, the chaos of the initial encounter between the two forces had evolved into a standoff. Captain Colombial and his men held position, shields braced before them, spears at the ready. Immediately behind them, a line of scouts had blades drawn. And in the rear, six archers aimed arrows at the opposition, bow strings drawn taut, black fletching and black wood nearly invisible in the darkness. 
 
    Opposite this display, the Grey Eagles were similarly arrayed, though with the distinct absence of archers. They were vulnerable, and Ramses Tukhamon knew it. 
 
    He stood at the front, unmoving but for the rise and fall of his chest as he assessed his options. Sascha could imagine the course his mind was taking. Time to insert himself into that course. 
 
    “Ramses Tukhamon,” Sascha said. The captain of the Grey Eagles turned his head to face Sascha. Moonlight played across one cheek. “Give me a reason to tell them not to put an arrow in your heart.” 
 
    Tukhamon’s gaze dropped to the bodies around Sascha’s feet, though it did not linger long. The mercenary looked back at the Arconian soldiers. A cricket broke the silence—and Tukhamon dropped his sword, the longer of the two he had carried in daylight, to the ground. It landed upright, the tip sinking into the earth, and wavered for a moment, a plain sword, unembellished, a killer’s blade. Sascha wondered at the bloodshed it had witnessed. 
 
    With a quiet word, Ramses Tukhamon ordered his men to do the same. They complied, slowly, and not without a few shared glances, as though none wished to be the first or the last to lower his weapon.  
 
    Only when all visible weapons rested in the grass did Colombial move. The captain and his men stepped forward, the archers keeping vigilant watch, and herded the mercenaries away from their blades, which were collected and dropped at Sascha’s feet. Colombial did this slowly, being sure to let steel clatter against steel, a cacophony of noise that sang of the Grey Eagles’ defeat. Sascha saw more than one mercenary wince. Tukhamon kept his face still. 
 
    When this was done, Sascha signaled for Colombial to retrieve Commander Caridore from his pleasant repose under the stars—the man appeared to be asleep. 
 
    “Bring him back to camp,” Sascha said, his gaze resting on Leondroval Caridore’s weathered face as two of Colombial’s soldiers lifted him between them. “Let him sleep.” There would be more to say, a reprimand, a reckoning. But that was for another day. Sascha did not relish the thought. 
 
    Colombial nodded. “And the Eagles?” 
 
    Sascha glanced their way. They looked small in the darkness. And smaller without their weapons. Tired. Far from home. But still dangerous.  
 
    Sascha squared his shoulders and faced Tukhamon. “Captain. You understand me?” 
 
    A nod. 
 
    “May I suggest your men accompany mine while you and I talk? They will be well looked after.” Suggest. Accompany. Polite words. Tukhamon would know them for what they were. “Is this agreeable?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “I will allow one to remain behind as witness,” Sascha said. “Choose.” 
 
    Tukhamon nodded again and looked at his mercenaries. “Akhenamo,” he said. A tall man stepped forward, barefoot and shirtless, his loose pants settled around his hips with a fringed and beaded belt.  
 
    Sascha looked to Captain Colombial once more. “You will remain, Captain.” Colombial saluted, then sent his men, the scouts, and the captive Grey Eagles down the hill. Sascha waited until their footsteps faded into the sounds of the night, then invited Ramses Tukhamon to join him farther down the ridge. The mercenary captain hesitated a moment, then closed the distance between them. He was a well-built man, of a height with Sascha. His trim beard showed grey on the chin, foreshadowing what was to come.  
 
    They walked shoulder to shoulder for a dozen strides, Colombial and the man called Akhenamo trailing like shadows cast by a low sun. Sascha slowed and came to a halt. He did not turn to face his adversary, instead looked up at the stars, saw the shape of the leaping wolf and the great spear of Menaxos. As expected, Tukhamon’s gaze drifted upward after a moment. 
 
    “We call that one the Sorrow Wolf,” Sascha said, tracing the constellation through the sky. “Do you have another name for it?” 
 
    Silence. Sascha waited.  
 
    “She is Mother Wolf,” Tukhamon said at last. 
 
    “I enjoy learning what the stars hold for those born half a world away. Do you?” 
 
    “Stars are stars. The names we give them matter little. They certainly do not care.”  
 
    Sascha could appreciate that answer. He felt more than saw Ramses Tukhamon shift his gaze from the night sky. Slowly, Sascha did the same, until the two men were face to face at last.  
 
    “Am I to know the name of the man who has stripped me of my sword?” Tukhamon asked. His Bellaran was fluid, his voice deep. “Or are you and I going to dance around and say very little of consequence? Such is the way of Bellarans, in my experience.” 
 
    Sascha had considered keeping his identity from Tukhamon. Leverage could be lost and gained on such decisions. If Tukhamon was inclined to respect his position, they might attain a measure of cordiality. But if the mercenary had ill will toward the arch-commander of Arconia due to past deeds—friends of friends of friends, and so on—revealing himself might earn nothing but hostility. In the end, Sascha was not one to hide. One didn’t earn a coterie of honors and names by hiding. And one certainly didn’t become arch-commander of Arconia by lurking in the shadows. Sascha intended to remain true to his title and reputation. 
 
    “Then I apologize for your experience, Captain. You will find, I think, that I am not one for games. My name is Alexandre de Minos,” Sascha said. 
 
    The name registered as a curl in the left corner of Tukhamon’s mouth. “Ah. I see.” And then the curl turned into a short laugh. Not bitter, not angry—genuine humor. “You’re probably wondering what I and my Grey Eagles are doing in Licenza. But I could ask the same of you, Arch-Commander de Minos.” 
 
    Sascha could refute that. But better yet to ignore it. “Your Bellaran is very good, Captain.” 
 
    Tukhamon’s smile lingered. “I spent some of my childhood in Rhia. They were good years. The years a boy spends roaming the streets, finding mischief, making the first friends of his choosing.” 
 
    That the captain of the Grey Eagles had once lived in one of the Seven Cities was new information to Sascha.  
 
    “Rhia is a long way from Irabor,” Sascha said. He watched Tukhamon, trying to read the other man, but the mercenary merely smiled again. “But enough. We are not here to learn each other’s life stories. I know why you’re in Licenza, Captain. But I’d like to know why you’ve separated from the rest of your troop and what I am to do about it.” 
 
    “You want my opinion on what you ought to do with me?” Tukhamon’s smile twisted a little. “I knew the arch-commander of Arconia was young. Tell me, are you acting the pup? Or are you truly so innocent as to seek your enemy’s counsel?” 
 
    “Are you my enemy, Captain?” Sascha waited for those words to bring their full weight to bear, holding Tukhamon’s gaze for longer than was strictly comfortable. Then he looked to the stars once more. “Forgive this young pup, Captain, but if you will indulge me, may I ask if you know why we call this nebulous shape the Sorrow Wolf? Did you learn the story while roaming the streets of Rhia?” 
 
    “I did not.” The deep voice betrayed the slightest hint of irritation. 
 
    “This wolf had a family, a pack. Together they roamed the wilds, taking prey when they hungered, singing to the moon when they were joyful. Fast and strong, they were, without equal. Each wolf had teeth with which to bite, each wolf had legs with which to run, each wolf had a warm coat with which to stay warm. And one day, the Sorrow Wolf tested his strong legs and snapped his sharp teeth and laughed at the cold and the snow and the wind from within the warmth of his fur. And he decided he did not need his pack. He left, trotting off into the moonlight, leaping streams and admiring his shadow.” 
 
    Ramses Tukhamon shifted his weight from one leg to the other, his impatience rising. “Spare me your children’s story, de Minos. I understand what follows. The wolf could not hunt on his own, could not sing on his own, could not stay warm on his own. And he grew sorrowful and shed tears that froze in the sky, to burn there forever more as stars. Or something like this, yes? A tale of woe to frighten me when I am without the full force of my Eagles?” 
 
    Sascha raised an eyebrow and shrugged, as if this had not occurred to him. “Yes, if you like, you could interpret this story in this way.” He squared his shoulders, dropping the casual air, fixing Tukhamon with a steady gaze. “But I had a different interpretation in mind. The pack is Bellara, Captain, and the principe of Licenza is the Sorrow Wolf. Arrogant. And alone. Is this the way you wish to die? In the service of a man who cannot win the battle he knows is coming sooner or later?” 
 
    “If he pays. That is the life and death of a mercenary, Arch-Commander.” The words were said easily, as though Tukhamon had rehearsed them so often that they had become truth. But Sascha saw his jaw harden, saw the flicker of disquietude in the man’s eyes.  
 
    “Tell me, Captain, is there a piece of land waiting for you in Irabor? Or perhaps in some peaceful valley in Parphea? A quiet place to lay down your weapons and live out the rest of your days? Or maybe you crave the splendor of a rich city, where people will see you and admire your scars. You’ve won your share of battles, earned your gold and silver. Surely you have the means to die an old man.” Sascha looked the mercenary up and down. “I might be a pup, but you are not. How much longer before one of your Eagles takes your place? Either by force or by consent, it will happen. This is also the way of the mercenary. Wouldn’t you like to live out what life remains to you without shedding blood? Without looking over your shoulder?” Sascha could see a crack in the man’s pride, as surely as he could see the way Tukhamon’s eyes slid away, as though there was some refuge to be found in the darkness. He pressed on, before stubbornness reared its head. “I don’t want you, Tukhamon. I want the principe.” A breath. Tukhamon’s gaze returned. “Go home. Fight somewhere else another day, or not at all. It matters not to me. But don’t die for Corannos Arjaxios Ashvilli. Don’t let him and his treason kill your Eagles. Because I will kill them, Captain. Every last one. Because I am the pack. I am the Protector of the Seven Cities. And they will answer my song.” 
 
    Ramses Tukhamon waited a heartbeat after those words disappeared in the night and then turned his profile to Sascha. His shoulders rose and fell in a single great breath. A breeze curled up the slope and stirred a lock of hair that had come loose from the cloth-bound knot. Somewhere, a small animal screamed, a faint, distant cry of distress.  
 
    “What is it, exactly, you are offering me, Arch-Commander?” 
 
    “Freedom,” Sascha said. “In return, you and your Grey Eagles will immediately vacate all Bellaran lands and make no attempt to return for the remainder of your tenure as captain.” 
 
    “You do not wish to turn me against the principe? Hire me to supplement your own forces?” 
 
    “You’ve been paid. I have no wish to add to your profit.” 
 
    Tukhamon spread his hands. “Paid, yes, but not in full.” 
 
    Sascha shook his head. “I admire your attempt at negotiation, Captain, but you will see no more Bellaran money.” 
 
    A small smile. “I had to try, did I not?” 
 
    “Certainly, Captain.” 
 
    Tukhamon grew quiet for a moment. “Will you grant me the luxury of time to decide?”  
 
    “You have what is left of the night. No more.” 
 
    Ramses Tukhamon answered this with a nod. He turned and caught the eye of the mercenary Akhenamo. Whatever passed between them was caught up by the darkness, deeper now as clouds swept across the night sky and flirted with the moon. 
 
    “Very well,” Tukhamon said as he faced Sascha once more. “You will have your answer at first light, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    Only later, after the two mercenaries had been escorted down the hill to join the rest, after Sascha watched Tukhamon confer with a few of his men and then stretch out on the ground, arms behind his head, eyes closed to the night—though Sascha did not think he slept—only when Sascha stood alone once more on the ridge, unable to sleep, his mind full of wolves and war, did Captain Colombial come to him, a question wrinkling the man’s forehead. 
 
    “What is it, Captain?” Sascha said. “One of us ought to sleep tonight. And I don’t think it will be me.” 
 
    “Forgive me, Arch-Commander, it has been a long time since I heard the story. But wasn’t the Sorrow Wolf the companion of Icarion the hunter? And he sang such a mournful song when Icarion died that the moon took pity on him, placed him in the night sky, and promised to do the same with Icarion so they might hunt together forever. Only the moon forgot to keep her promise, and so the Sorrow Wolf hunts alone and sings eternally. I could have sworn that was the way of it.”  
 
    “Hmm,” Sascha mused, “I do believe you’re correct, Captain.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    “If you let me die, I’ll come back as a crow and peck out your eyes.” 
 
      
 
    “She wants me to trespass on an ancient burial ground?” 
 
    Eska glanced from Casimir San-Voria to the young matriarch and back again. Darkness had reduced the woman to the silver of her earrings and little else. San-Voria and his ever-present handkerchief were closer and easier to make out. Eska could see the words were just as astonishing to him. 
 
    “Believe me,” he said, in a voice that suggested he did not believe himself, “the translation is accurate. This is the favor she asks.” 
 
    The matriarch had come to ask her favor bearing gifts. Food, to be precise. A bowl of steaming grains with a pale, brothy sauce spooned over the top. The scent and tendrils of steam had driven Eska to distraction the moment she caught sight of the matriarch, San-Voria at her heels. They had come to Eska after moonrise, after a day spent curled in a nest of grass trying to will her body to forget its hunger and thirst. In Cedo’s absence, she was alone when the Sun Behind the Grass matriarch arrived with an extensive entourage, an event Eska heard rather than saw—heard the drumming hooves of approaching horses, heard the exchange of formal greetings between the two matriarchs. She had expected a visit, an inspection, a chance to set eyes on the matriarch of one of the four most powerful clans in the grasslands. But the Sun Behind the Grass matriarch apparently had no such similar curiosity toward Eska. If she wasn’t so miserable, she might have been insulted. 
 
    But she was miserable. And starving.  
 
    And so, when the Wind at Dawn matriarch offered her the bowl of food, again setting it on the ground rather than handing it directly to her, Eska had seized it and taken an eager spoonful—promptly burning the roof of her mouth, which caused an instinctual inhale. The result was an extended moment of choking and coughing and eye watering, which the matriarch had observed with patience.  
 
    That patience lingered while Eska ate and drank from a skin of water San-Voria had produced, until at last the bowl was empty.  
 
    And then the matriarch had asked Eska to do what Eska did best—that is, dig something out of the ground. Which ought to have been a refreshing turn of events. Only this particular thing was a sacred staff buried in holy ground, and unearthing it was most definitely not likely to endear her to a certain matriarch of a certain very powerful clan. 
 
    “I accept,” Eska said. 
 
    Because Eska de Caraval did not turn down opportunities to dig up rare, priceless artifacts. 
 
    San-Voria and the matriarch conferred briefly, and then the Parnaxoan turned to Eska once more. He looked uncomfortable, the nervousness he wore so well now something more than a deception. “I am to accompany you. And we are to leave. Now.” 
 
    The matriarch nodded at that last word, emphasizing it for San-Voria. 
 
    Taking a breath, he plowed onward. “She will mask our departure and absence. You are ill and will be concealed in her shelter. And I, it seems, am your physician. The ruse will buy us time, but she impresses upon me the importance of speed.” 
 
    “How are we to find this burial ground? Do you know it?” Eska asked. 
 
    Another quick exchange between them. Then, “We are to have an escort. A boy. Some sort of troublemaker, I gather.” 
 
    Eska smiled. “Cedo,” she said quietly. The matriarch glanced at Eska at the sound of the name, her eyes sharp, then softening. She nodded.  
 
    “And tools?” Eska pressed. She indicated herself—her bound limbs and unwashed clothing. “I have nothing with which to work.” 
 
    San-Voria relayed the question and the answer. “She says the boy will be here in a moment with spades.” 
 
    Spades. They had a certain usefulness but were crude tools, not meant for any fine, delicate work. Eska supposed, though, the alternative was digging with her hands.  
 
    On cue, a small figure emerged from the shadows. Sure enough, Cedo carried two spades. His face was alight, his grin wide, no doubt excited at the prospect of a midnight adventure. 
 
    Eska took the spades from him and looked them over. Sturdy, the handles well fitted to the iron. Larger than some. She was running her hand along the smooth antler handle when San-Voria let out a yelp. Eska looked up to see the man holding his palm against his neck. The matriarch, her face as calm as ever, stepped away from him, something small between her fingers.  
 
    San-Voria spoke, the question clear even though Eska could not understand the words. And then Eska watched the rosy spots of his cheeks drain away to white as the matriarch answered him. When she finished, San-Voria seemed robbed of speech, his hand suspended over his shoulder. There was no sign of blood or injury that Eska could see. The matriarch turned to her next, and Eska took a step back, which drew a smile to the woman’s mouth. But there was no malice or cruelty in it, and when she spoke, her voice was soft. 
 
    “Bond,” she said. Which could have conveyed a variety of things, but Eska did not need to dwell on that. She understood. Their futures were bonded. 
 
     Casimir San-Voria’s future, as it turned out, was in peril. The matriarch slipped away in the darkness, leaving Eska to ask what had happened and what was said. 
 
    He touched his neck once more. This time Eska saw the faintest smear of blood come away on his fingertip. San-Voria stared at it.  
 
    “She poisoned me.” The words were stiff and slow, his disbelief apparent. “To ensure our return. She will give me the antidote when we give her the staff.” He looked up at Eska and blinked rapidly. “If we do not return by nightfall tomorrow, I will be dead.” 
 
    Eska watched the fear work its way across his face, saw him swallow—or try, his throat catching twice. “Why not me?” 
 
    A laugh burbled up from San-Voria’s chest, a wild, unharnessed thing. “Because, Eska de Caraval, I imagine she suspects I wouldn’t know the first thing about digging in a burial mound, which makes you rather more valuable. And she’s right. No point in risking poisoning you when she’s got this chubby donkey to play with.” 
 
    “I won’t let you die,” Eska said. She was aware of Cedo watching the exchange between them.  
 
    “No, indeed, you won’t,” San-Voria said, regaining some of his bluster. “I’ve been away from Bellara a long time, young lady, and I’ve learned a thing or two about death and spirits. If you let me die, I’ll come back as a crow and peck out your eyes.” 
 
    He was, Eska saw, utterly serious. She might once have offered an argument against such a statement—citing the scientific permanency of death and the failure of numerous studies to produce evidence of spectral and spirit forms—but the Lordican was very far away and this man’s life was very near. Besides, she’d told Sascha often enough that she never expected to be able to explain everything with facts and logic and science, that there was wonder in the world, and things unknowable, and this, too, thrilled her mind. 
 
    If Casimir San-Voria wanted to believe his essence could be born into a crow at the moment of his death, well, it was fitting. A clever bird for a clever man. 
 
    “Understood, Master San-Voria. I have no wish to have my eyes pecked out.” Eska offered him a smile. “We should go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Do you know her name?” Eska asked. “The Wind at Dawn matriarch?” 
 
    They had been walking long enough for the moon to travel from somewhere off Eska’s right shoulder to roughly directly overhead. North, then, or at least close enough, though the height of the grass made orientation nearly impossible. No doubt this was intentional. If Eska could not see, Eska could not run. She had, of course, considered it, but if she was being honest, the prospect of unearthing a sacred staff and learning something of its meaning was rather like a slab of meat dangled in front of a hungry dog—she would follow where Cedo led.  
 
    Much of the journey had passed in silence, in part due to the fact that only one of them could speak to all members of the party, and that one was walking with the sort of morose expression one might have when one is contemplating one’s death. But Eska’s question pulled San-Voria out of that contemplation long enough for him to answer.  
 
    “Nadezha,” he said.  
 
    “And do you know why she wants this staff?” 
 
    “I can guess at her reasons, yes.” He went silent, plodding along, both of them following Cedo closely lest they lose each other in the grass. 
 
    “Care to share?” Eska said. She smiled when San-Voria glanced over at her. “Or perhaps we could start with another history lesson? What is the significance of the staff? And whose grave are we disturbing? And why can’t she do it herself?” The questions rattled off Eska’s tongue quickly. San-Voria put his fingers to his neck. He had done this periodically as they walked. The tiny needle imbued with poison had left the faintest red bump on his skin—visible only when Eska insisted on peering closely at it in the darkness, an insistence San-Voria had acquiesced to with a woeful sigh. “Please, Master San-Voria,” Eska said, “your last lesson was so very good.” 
 
    Another sigh. “Your flattery is very obvious. And you ask a lot of questions.” 
 
    Eska nodded. “I do, yes. Thwarted many a governess and scholar with my questions.” She made a helpless gesture with her hands. “And, really, you’re partially to blame. You did call me clever earlier.” 
 
    The smile came slowly to San-Voria’s face, battling through his determination to remain in a state of melancholy, but it did come, bringing a bit of life to his eyes once more.  
 
    “The burial mound we are visiting,” he began, “is the eternal resting place for the physical forms of three people. They all died, according to the story, on the same day.” San-Voria paused and screwed up his nose in thought. “One hundred and twelve years ago, I believe. One of those three people was Mihaela, who is one of the most revered of all Vardini matriarchs. And it is Mihaela’s staff we have been sent to retrieve.” 
 
    Ahead of Eska, Cedo swished on through the grass. How he knew the path to take when there were no paths at all and a clouded sky above was a mystery to Eska, but he walked with unerring certainty, as though the earth spoke to his feet and told him the way. Perhaps it did. 
 
    San-Voria continued. “Mihaela did what no matriarch before her, or since, has done. She achieved unity between the clans. The Vardini then and the Vardini now say that she was blessed by their holy spirits, blessed by the earth and by the moon. Some even believe that she was born from a union between mother river that flows through the grasslands and mother moon in the sky. And they believe her staff held the powers of spirits and that this is why she could bring peace across all the clans.” San-Voria cleared his throat. “But as you can probably imagine, there were those who resented Mihaela and her peace. Who saw fractious feuds as a means of gaining power. Who saw the ever-shifting balance between the clans as the way of the Vardini. But she had deprived them of that petty power, and they could not stand their own insignificance. They were few in number, these dissenters, but they knew one very important thing.” San-Voria brushed a particularly tall clump of grass from his face and looked at Eska. “Can you guess what that was?” 
 
    “They knew the peace was held together by Mihaela’s life. And that her death would end it,” Eska said. 
 
    San-Voria gave a slow and solemn nod. “Indeed. Had she lived longer, she could have knit the clans together with unbreakable bonds, but the unity she built was still fragile, still supported by her name and strength and sheer will.” 
 
    A bird burst from the grass in front of Cedo, calling its alarm to the stars. Eska ducked, as did San-Voria. Cedo laughed. Eska listened to the sound of its wingbeats fading away into the night.  
 
    “What happened to her?” The question was a heavy one, the answer anticipated, the bird somehow a herald of Mihaela’s fate. 
 
    “The stories vary in the specifics. Some say the spirits in her staff turned on her. Others say her foes killed a sacred white antelope to draw her away from safety. And then slaughtered her like the beast. And still others believe her lover was tricked into murdering her. What is certain is that Mihaela died and with her died the dream of unity.”  
 
    Eska was quiet for a moment. “A tragedy,” she said at last. 
 
    “Aren’t all the best stories?” 
 
    They walked on, the grassland around them filling in the silences with a chorus of unidentifiable sounds.  
 
    “I don’t make a habit of raiding tombs, Master San-Voria.” It seemed important to say this. “I conduct sanctioned, legal excavations.” 
 
    “Your business is your business, Eska de Caraval. I didn’t ask.” 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Eska said, “but if we both get out of this alive, I would not have it told that I am nothing but a greed-driven treasure hunter.” 
 
    Casimir San-Voria stopped walking, the first any of them had come to a halt in some time. Eska did the same and turned to face him. Ahead, Cedo carried on, then stopped and stared back at them with undisguised impatience.  
 
    “And I believe you,” San-Voria said, “but we are not often at liberty to shape the opinions others have of us. Our names are the world’s to do with as they wish.” He gestured to the grass at his feet. “You dig things out of the earth. Some will hear that and judge you for it. Would you reprimand them all?” A small shrug rolled off his shoulders. “No, it would be impossible. If I may offer some advice, Eska, do not live and die by the falsehoods others speak about you.” 
 
    And with that he continued on, patting Cedo on the shoulder with a great deal more vigor than was strictly necessary, leaving Eska to hurry after, his words ringing in her ears—and the name of Manon Barca whispering in their wake. 
 
    Naturally, thinking about Manon Barca involved thinking of the moment Eska had understood the woman was trying to blow up her ship in the Toridium harbor. She could still smell the black, acrid smoke, could still see Manon tumbling over the ship rail into the sea—only to be fished out again. And she could hear Alexandre de Minos speak a lie. Because Manon Barca had not been brought back to Arconia to face justice. Rather, she had been freed, a piece of the archduke’s scheme falling into place, along with the other Carriers he was collecting. And Sascha had played his part.  
 
    How framing Eska for the murder of Chancellor Fiorlieu of Toridium fit into that scheme, Eska had to confess she did not quite understand—beyond the obvious. While Arconia was littered with glittering luminaries of political standing, men and women whose influence and choices orchestrated the workings of Arconia and extended far beyond the city, few families could claim to match the power of the house of de Caraval. That Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux might seek to diminish that power was not entirely extraordinary. 
 
    And yet it was extraordinary. The archduke embodied the essence of the Seven Cities—that is, the belief, born out of the cruelty and destruction of the Alescus, that one man or woman could not, should not, govern alone. That the Seven were strong because they were seven. Arcturos had lived this philosophy his whole life, and it was woven through each and every decision he made as one of the seven brothers-and-sisters-in-rule. Eska knew this, had learned it from her mother and father and her own observation. And she also knew that undermining Maximilian and Sorina de Caraval undermined the very foundation of Arconia. 
 
    Of course, Eska ought not to speak such a thought aloud. There was an arrogance to it, and most certainly a bias. But even the pettiest government official with a grudge knew it to be true. Which meant the threat against her family was a threat to her city.  
 
    And there was the matter of the godforged. The archduke wanted them, of this Eska was certain, but without knowing the history of the discs, or how they were used, she was unwilling to piece together a flimsy theory speculating about his intent. Less speculation was required in the case of the matriarch Nadezha. 
 
    “Master San-Voria,” Eska called out, “why has no one dug up this staff already? One hundred years is a long time for something precious to stay buried, especially when all who might lay claim to it know exactly where it is.” 
 
    San-Voria took a swig of water before answering. He wiped at his mouth with his heavy sleeve. “Those who revered Mihaela protected her burial mound in the first years after her death, when war parties raged across the grasslands. When the previous state of balance between the clans had been restored, more or less, those who had decried Mihaela’s beliefs and actions came to either fear her burial mound, claiming it writhed with ferocious spirits, or avoid it out of contempt. Those who followed her considered it too holy to be disturbed. The Vardini today are a mixture of all three, but I’ve come to know them as a practical people. Mihaela tried to unite the clans—and failed. To try again would be folly. Better to keep things as they are.” 
 
    “Until now,” Eska said. “Until Nadezha.” Eska walked on in silence for a moment. “The subterfuge is clever. If we are successful, the staff will appear in Nadezha’s possession, as though by the will of the spirits or the moon or Mihaela herself. A powerful image. And you and I are pawns in her play for a legacy her people have avoided confronting for a century. Fascinating.” 
 
    San-Voria made a sound of contention, something between a derisive snort and a grumpy laugh. “You sound as if you are studying a piece of ancient history, not living it without the certainty of continuing to live after it.” 
 
    Eska pretended to curtsey with skirts she—thank all the dead librarians—wasn’t wearing.  
 
    “Eska de Caraval, scholar and archaeologist at your disposal.” She glanced at San-Voria. “With a smattering of adventurer thrown in for good measure, I’ll admit. Surely you can admit the same, Master San-Voria? You who have been so far from home all these years?” It was, as such things go, a relatively poor attempt at fishing for information.  
 
    And Casimir San-Voria wasn’t falling for it. “Is this the part where I reveal my life story? I think not.” There was a sharpness to those words, hastily smoothed over a moment later. “I can assure you, it’s of no interest at all to the likes of you.” 
 
    “I think I should be the judge of that. But, very well. Keep your secrets,” Eska said, flashing a smile into the moonlight. Let San-Voria think she was satisfied—or too distracted to pry further. In truth, she was tired. Restored by the food, Eska had begun the journey with a degree of optimism, buoyed by her curiosity and the prospect of excavation—however brief. But the hours of walking with nothing more than waving blades of grass and the back of Cedo’s head to look at had served to remind her that she had spent the better part of two days dehydrated and undernourished.  
 
    “Cedo?” Eska called ahead to the boy. He turned and began to walk backwards. “How much farther?” 
 
    San-Voria relayed the question. The boy thought for a moment and answered with a grin. “He says if you talked less we’d be there already. I’m inclined to agree.” Abruptly, San-Voria thrust out one arm in a crooked shape and brought the other up to his nose, his fingers pressed together to form a point. He began to flap about with the extended arm and made as if to peck at Eska with his makeshift beak. 
 
    Eska laughed. “You’ve made your point, Master Crow. Tell me, what sort of poison did Nadezha prick you with?” 
 
    “The deadly sort, I dare say,” San-Voria said. 
 
    “Very amusing. I ask because I’d like to know if I’m going to have to carry your comatose body back through the grass.” 
 
    San-Voria harrumphed, his face settling back into a heavy frown. Eska made a mental note to enquire later if the poison in question also elicited swift changes in mood. “A mixture of plumfoot and Liara’s Sleep. I’ll be very alive up until the moment they kill me.” 
 
    “Plumfoot and Liara’s Sleep?” Eska repeated. “Those are difficult to come by, are they not? I can’t imagine Nadezha has a great supply of either.” San-Voria didn’t answer. “She’s staking a great deal on this venture.” 
 
    “And now we’ve reached the point where you,” San-Voria said, his voice souring with every word, “using your vast trove of amassed knowledge and your skills of observation and deduction, offer your superior Bellaran insight on the foolishness of Nadezha’s plans.” 
 
    It was Eska’s turn to frown. “Why would I do that?” 
 
    The bitterness didn’t fade when confronted with Eska’s obvious confusion. “Because that’s what scholars do. Especially Bellaran scholars. You frame everything you encounter, people and places and beliefs, in the light of what you know, what is familiar. Government is not government if it does not consist of a man or a woman dressed up in regalia and busy bureaucrats admiring their fancy paperwork. Culture is not culture if it does not sound like you or sing like you or paint like you or eat like you. Civility is not civility if it does not include the manners and rules you learned as a child. Divinity is not divine if it is not worshipped in a pretty temple with a host of priests telling you how to live. That which you do not understand you deem beneath you, inferior, the product of less civilized minds.” San-Voria stopped to breathe. He would have gone on had not Eska interrupted.  
 
    “Master San-Voria.” The sharp use of his name brought them both to a halt. “I am prepared to offer you some leeway given your current predicament, but I will not stand accused of such, not without defending myself. I will not and cannot defend all scholars, because I know this behavior of which you speak. I know what it is to see learned men and women, bright and resourceful and astoundingly insightful, blindly bring the full weight of prejudice to their work. Or worse yet, discuss theory and facts with willful ignorance and a belief in the superiority of Bellaran culture, or cultures stemming from the same family tree and history. They sing the praise of those they deem inferior, call them noble and earnest and beautiful, and they shake their heads with sadness, fully ensconced and comfortable in their belief that they sit upon the pinnacle of what it means to be human and alive, and that these different peoples, no matter how valiantly they strive, are incapable of replicating that. All the while it never crosses their small minds that perhaps none of these people they demean so easily even want what they have.” It was Eska’s turn to take a deep breath. “They are a disgrace. And I would rather die than be named among them.” 
 
    They stood in silence for a moment. Eska tall and fierce, with more than a little fury coursing through her. San-Voria wide of stance and angled like a wrestler bracing for impact.  
 
    “I am an imperfect creature, Master San-Voria,” Eska said, making an effort to temper her voice. Not completely, no. Let there be edge enough to show she did not waver. “I have made mistakes. I do not always see my own faults, my own prejudice. But I acknowledge they exist, and I strive to overcome them. But until you, with your own eyes, witness me act as you have described, do not judge me with the rest. I don’t know what sent you away from Parnaxes. And you may choose to never share that with me. You do not need to say another word to tell me that your relationship with your city, with the Seven Cities, with all that Bellara is and has been and will be, is fraught. But I am not to blame for that.” 
 
    More silence. Eska could see beads of sweat on San-Voria’s hairline, though the night was cool. Cedo was watching, his gaze flickering between them. And then San-Voria relented, his shoulders sagging, his feet shifting away from his belligerent posture. A single rivulet of sweat dripped down his temple, as though it had been waiting to release. 
 
    “Forgive me,” he said at last. “I would say the poison is at fault, but what it raised to the surface has slept there a long time.” Eska had the impression San-Voria would very much like to carry on, to walk away, but this required Cedo, and Cedo was, if his wide eyes and slightly parted lips were any indication, rather fascinated. 
 
    “Cedo,” Eska prompted. “We had better keep moving. I am sure we have a long way to go yet.” 
 
    As it turned out, they did not. 
 
    Cedo gave a nod, understanding her gesture and the use of his name, but instead of walking onward, he merely pulled aside the thick curtain of grass directly in front of him—which revealed nothing more than more grass, but then, this should hardly have been a shock. 
 
    Eska took a step forward and saw that the grass beyond was ankle-high, a bushier, thicker variety, and it covered a gradual rise in the earth. The mound was shorter than Eska—she could see across the top of it—and perfectly round. 
 
    “Ah,” she said. That was all. The place required silence, stillness. Eska could feel this. She crossed the threshold, her boots squishing down the thick grass. Without the constant waving of the taller grass, the night was suddenly quiet, the chatter of small animals and insects seemingly more distant, as though muted by the presence of the dead. Eska wondered if Mihaela, in her final resting place, appreciated the quiet. Or if the matriarch missed the rumble of horse hooves and the song of birds and resented her solitude.  
 
    Except she wasn’t alone. San-Voria had said there were three buried under that mound. And Eska had no wish to disturb any more than she had to.  
 
    Eska went to one knee where the ground began to rise and placed one hand on the earth.  
 
    “I did not take you for the devout sort, Eska de Caraval.” San-Voria’s voice jolted through the stillness, disruptive though not overly loud or harsh. Simply out of place, as Eska knew herself to be. 
 
    “Oh, I’m not.” She tilted her head to smile up at him. “But that does not mean I have no respect to offer the dead. What I do this night I do with the mind of an academic. I am extracting an item from the earth. That is all. But somewhere below us are three people who lived and breathed and loved and fought for something they believed in. And while I may not believe in a life after death, the people who come before us are still with us.” Eska spread her fingers in the thick grass. “And now I have learned her story and I will take it with me when I leave this place, and so Mihaela will live on.” She stood up and offered a small shrug under San-Voria’s scrutiny. “It is a small thing, I know.”  
 
    More scrutiny Eska could not quite read. And in the wake of the words exchanged between them, she was not sure she wished to.  
 
    “If you would, Master San-Voria,” she said, switching to the work at hand. “Will you ask Cedo if he knows where we might begin?” 
 
    After a lengthy exchange—shrugs and small gestures on Cedo’s part and a sigh of frustration from San-Voria—the boy walked up to the highest part of the mound, glanced around, and then took two deliberate steps at an angle down the opposite side. He looked around at Eska and pointed up at the night sky.  
 
    “Vherdo.” 
 
    “West,” San-Voria said. “He reminded me that he wasn’t alive one hundred years ago,”—Eska laughed—“but that when three are buried together, the head of the wisest is pointed toward the western star.” 
 
    “Good, that’s very good.” Eska walked around the mound to approach where Cedo stood. She took one of the spades from where she had shoved them—haphazardly—into her belt. “Is there a way we can tell? Before we go too deep?” She addressed Cedo, if only because these were his people, his ancestors. Perhaps he was too young to care, but it mattered to Eska—that some day he could think back on the night he helped a strange foreign woman desecrate a tomb and know it was done with dignity and care. 
 
    San-Voria asked the question, and Cedo chewed on his bottom lip for a moment. He looked up at Eska, and this time his shrug was, instead of the childish sort that suggests indifference, full of shame. He spoke a few words, paused, and then spoke again, this time quieter than before. 
 
    “He doesn’t know. He was too young when he watched the burial of his mother and father to remember.” 
 
    Eska crouched once more and put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. He sucked in a halting breath through his nose, tears welling in his eyes, the weight of her hand revealing the weight of the task he had been given and his understanding of the enormity of what would take place that night. 
 
    Eska looked over at San-Voria. “This is a lot to ask of a boy.” He gave a solemn nod, and Eska returned her attention to the boy whose mischievous grin was as distant a memory as the sun is to the moon. “Cedo. You were my first friend among the Vardini, even though I was very bad at grooming that naughty horse. And you are perhaps my only friend.” Eska waited for San-Voria to translate this and was glad to see, as the boy wiped at his tears, the hint of a smile. “You know what I have been tasked to do.” 
 
    A nod. 
 
    “And I think you understand a little of why.” 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    Eska brushed a tear from his cheek. “I won’t do it, Cedo. If you ask me not to.” 
 
    San-Voria hesitated—Eska could hardly blame him. If she had deadly poison eating away at the hours of her life, she would likely hesitate, too, in asking permission of a boy, permission that might dictate the possibility of an antidote. Then again, given the need for Nadezha’s support in her upcoming trial, Eska might very well be risking her own life too. But then the man from Parnaxes spoke, and Eska had to hope he translated her words and meaning faithfully. 
 
    Cedo frowned and spoke a question. San-Voria answered. Another question, another answer. 
 
    “What did he ask?” 
 
    San-Voria touched at his neck. Eska imagined he could feel his heartbeats and wondered if he was counting them. “He says of course you must do this. He doesn’t want you to die.” 
 
    Eska smiled down at Cedo and squeezed his shoulder, then glanced back at San-Voria. “What about you, though?” 
 
    Casimir San-Voria snorted. “Oh, he doesn’t care two antelope scrotums about me.” The jest was there, and San-Voria did an admirable job selling it. But Eska could see the fear in his eyes. 
 
    “Well, I happen to care. A whole three antelope scrotums worth, in fact,” Eska said. San-Voria ventured a shaky smile. “Come on, time to dig.” And she lofted a spade in his direction. He didn’t even attempt to catch it, instead sidestepping with a disdainful expression as it went spinning past his shoulder. It landed somewhere in the deep grass with a soft thud that promised a great deal of searching. Eska arched an eyebrow and adopted her most severe expression—and in a matter of moments, San-Voria was on his hands and knees, the grass nearly devouring him as he searched.  
 
    Eska turned her attention once more to the mound, eyeing the height, estimating the depth at which the bodies might be found, guessing at whether the staff might be in Mihaela’s right or left hand—or no hand at all. Eyeing, estimating, guessing. These were, none of them, her favorite words. With proper tools and resources, she would be taking measurements and testing the soil in order to ascertain her next steps. If Cedric Antilles could see her now—about to plunge her spade into the dirt without knowing, well, anything—his mustache would curl right off his face. 
 
    “The grass,” Eska murmured, “why is it different?” She let the ridiculous image of a Vardini gardener, sent out once a fortnight to trim the grass covering the burial mounds, amuse her for a moment, and then repeated her question, complete with unintelligible gestures, to Cedo, as San-Voria’s backside was the only piece of him that was currently available.  
 
    After several attempts at pointing at the tall grass and then the short, Cedo seemed to catch on. He thought for a moment, then made a motion that Eska took to be the scattering of seeds.  
 
    “Ah, so it is intentionally planted? Very interesting.” Eska would like to know more—as always—but this was not a mission undertaken for the sake of academia, and she would do well to keep that in mind. This was about saving a life. Possibly two. 
 
    “Well, this place looks as good as any, I suppose,” she said. And plunged her spade into the earth.  
 
    Several plunges later, Eska was painfully aware of both the inadequacy of a spade for such a task and the complaints her back would not be shy about sharing in the not too distant future. But on she dug, scooping out a shallow dent in the mound—scooping was a very mild term given the strength of the roots and the sweat that soon accumulated under Eska’s shirt—until she had uncovered an area approximately the length of her arm and half as wide over the place where Cedo estimated the body of Mihaela lay. 
 
    San-Voria assisted with a few spadefuls, but all in all the task was completed by one set of hands and two sets of eyes. 
 
    Eska, wiping sweat from her brow, surveyed her progress and the fine, dark dirt she had disturbed and attempted to make an educated guess about where to begin to delve more deeply. But in truth, when her spade met earth once more, it was more out of desperation than anything else. 
 
    The wide spade proved clumsy for the next step, more so than any amount of perseverance or delicacy could overcome. Eska’s efforts resulted in an angry, uncouth hole in the ground. If she continued in this manner, she was liable to damage the bones resting below. 
 
    “I don’t suppose either of you has a knife?” 
 
    San-Voria shook his head after he translated, and Eska was mid-sigh when Cedo lifted the hem of his tunic—revealing not one, but two small daggers in soft leather on his belt. He looked very pleased with himself. 
 
    “Good thing the Vardini equip ten year old children with sharp objects,” Eska said, smiling. Using the larger of the two blades, Eska began to carve out a smoother, less destructive hole, working ever downward with gentle motions and removing the loose soil with the spade when necessary. At length, she had dug out a cylinder wide enough to reach into and deep enough to contain most of her forearm, but there was as yet no change in the soil, and she had struck upon nothing that wasn’t dirt. 
 
    “Do the Vardini wrap their dead? Cover them in any fashion?” Eska asked. She stood up, grimacing against the stiffness in her back.  
 
    “No, nothing of that sort. They prefer to be one with the earth,” San-Voria said. He handed her his skin of water, and Eska took two paltry swallows, mindful that, even though Cedo could likely find them fresh water should the need arise, she did not much care for the notion of running dry.  
 
    Returning the skin to him, Eska placed one hand against the muscles of her lower back and contemplated the burial mound. Despite the shallow nature of the mound, she was aware that her exploratory digging had hardly penetrated it. “Well, she’ll be deeper, I imagine. Nothing to do but keep going.” 
 
    And despite the pain in her back and the heat burgeoning in the skin of her hands as she worked with the unfamiliar hilt of Cedo’s knife, despite the unease she felt at working blind, with no information to guide her, despite all that, the thrill of discovery, of working in unknown soil, had Eska smiling to herself. Whatever lay ahead, whatever her trial among the Vardini might bring, whatever she might find in Altiere if she ever made it there, whatever the archduke’s plans for the godforged, this moment, at least, was in her control.  
 
    She widened the cylinder, making swift work of it with the spade now that she knew she needed to go deeper, then began once more to dig with the knife, switching to Cedo’s smaller blade after she had doubled her depth—and there, something solid, just nicked with the tip of the blade, easily missed by less experienced hands. Eska withdrew her arm from the hole and looked up at San-Voria and Cedo.  
 
    “Is it her?” 
 
    “It is, fifth vertebra, in fact,” Eska said, unable to resist a jab at San-Voria’s expectations. He frowned, clearly trying to decide if she was serious. Eska laughed. “Unfortunately, I must disappoint you, Master San-Voria. My powers of deduction require a bit more information. But I have found something, yes. And now we must clear a great deal of dirt, but not haphazardly. Down to a specific depth, no farther. Which of you would like to assist?” Eska looked from San-Voria to Cedo and back again. San-Voria pointed at Cedo. 
 
    Perhaps she ought to have seen it in that moment. Perhaps she ought to have recognized the gesture—meant to induce smiles—for the decoy it was. Perhaps she ought to have understood that Casimir San-Voria was a very sick man. The sweating. The odor of harrow root. And now the poison wreaking havoc on his already weakened body.  
 
    But she did not. And the shadow of death does not make allowances for perhaps. 
 
    Eska was pleased to see Cedo took to the work quickly, needing only a few words from San-Voria to understand his task and the importance of, as he got deeper, angling the edge of the spade in a shallow cut, so as to minimize the chances of striking a bone more than a glancing blow. 
 
    In time, they widened Eska’s initial work until it was roughly the height and width of a human and then began the vertical work. 
 
    “Do you know the material composition of this staff?” Eska asked.  
 
    “I think you mean, are you digging for a piece of wood that rotted away into nothing decades ago,” San-Voria said.  
 
    “Yes, something like that.” The question had wormed its way into Eska’s mind the moment Nadezha had made her request, but she had kept it to herself, not wanting to give the matriarch any reason to rescind the tenuous agreement between them. And yet the prospect that what she sought was long disintegrated and indistinguishable from the soil that had once enveloped it was a very real one. 
 
    “I don’t know,” San-Voria said. “But I suppose it’s in our favor that wood is as scarce in the grass as iron or more precious metals.” 
 
    Eska dug on. Sometimes it was better not to think on such things. The grass whispered. Cedo worked. San-Voria, seated rather unceremoniously atop the mound, dabbed at his sweat. The stars shone and shifted in their celestial home. And though a few clouds slid across the sky, the moonlight remained strong. 
 
    When one is excavating a burial site, one is expecting to find bones. And Eska did. A pelvis first. A femur next. By then, Cedo was watching, at Eska’s instruction. She uncovered the base of the spine next—wishing desperately for even the clumsiest of brushes with which to sweep the dirt away—and then moved to the spine’s right in an attempt to find the right arm. Bones, quite a few of them, as expected. Which is why it took Eska longer than it ought to have to realize that what she took for the right ulna was, in fact, not.  
 
    Not even close. Far too large in circumference and shaped incorrectly. The obvious giveaway, of course, was that there weren’t any finger bones in the vicinity. 
 
    “Oh,” Eska breathed. “Of course. Bone.” She touched one fingertip to the smooth, pale surface. 
 
    “Hmm?” San-Voria’s wordless question turned into a gaping yawn. 
 
    “The staff. It’s bone.” Eska brushed at the soil with her hand, sweeping it away until she had uncovered enough bone to indicate it was at least the length of her entire arm. “A large one. Very interesting.” 
 
    “Not just bone,” San-Voria said. More alert now, he was peering down from his perch on the mound. Eska followed his line of sight to where the bone disappeared beneath dark soil once more—there, a glimmer of something catching the eye of the moon. 
 
    Using her fingers—a heinous assault on her professional standards—Eska displaced more loose soil until the glimmer took the form of a band of hammered gold, tarnished slightly but unmistakable, expertly shaped around the bone to fit like a glove. Taking her time, Eska continued her work, head bent to the earth, shoulders aching slightly—but the sort of ache Eska had come to associate with success. Cedo fell asleep eventually, and San-Voria watched her work with that wide-eyed sort of expression that suggested his chin was moments away from slipping out of his palm, which would, of course, send him face-first into the bones of the great matriarch. She pointed this out to him, assuming, correctly, as it turned out, that he might wish to avoid such a confrontation, and he shifted sideways on his backside until the danger was past. 
 
    He was, however, still awake when Eska, her hands black with dirt, her fingertips tingling, at last laid bare the entire staff to the night sky.  
 
    It was of a height with Eska, she estimated, the top third curving in the most wondrous manner, reminiscent of a scythe. Six bands of gold embraced the pale bone, each a different width, placed roughly in the vicinity of where a hand might hold the staff.  
 
    At first, Eska had thought the staff to be a single piece of bone—a tusk or massive rib—but as she examined the whole more closely, she understood it was three pieces, cleverly joined together by means of a technique she would need more light and far more delicate tools to discover. Most curious of all, the curve of the staff was capped with more gold—and Eska would have been willing to bet that, once, if no longer, the cap could be removed.  
 
    The temptation to attempt to prove this theory was strong. Oh, yes. She had Cedo’s knives after all. A blade could be slipped between the gold and the bone. Debris could be cleared away. Leverage could loosen the century-old seal. It could be done. 
 
    Eska sighed. That particular discovery was not hers to make. Using as light a touch as she could manage, aware that the oils of her skin would do the materials no favors, Eska lifted the staff from the burial mound.  
 
    It rattled. 
 
    Eska raised her gaze to meet San-Voria’s lofted eyebrow, the staff balanced on her palms between them. Cedo stirred into sleepy wakefulness, his brown eyes blinking up at Eska as he registered the thing in her hands. 
 
    “Am I imagining things?” Casimir San-Voria asked. 
 
    “If you are, then we both are.” Eska shifted the staff so she held it upright in her right hand. Sure enough, something moved within the curved portion of the staff, settling into silence where the bones joined just above the bands of gold and Eska’s hand.  
 
    Eska bit her lip. 
 
    A slow grin spread over San-Voria’s face. “I daresay you’re about to explode. Like a child when confronted with the most delectable sweet imaginable, but forbidden to touch it.” 
 
    “I am capable of resistance, I’ll have you know.” 
 
    “Convince me.” 
 
    Eska scowled. “Stop smirking. We have a long walk. And you have an expiration.” The scowl was returned, but not without traces of the grin clinging to it. Eska’s heart lurched in her chest. They were nothing alike, not really, but San-Voria’s clever conversation reminded her of Albus. She couldn’t remember the last words she had spoken to him. “But first,” she continued, forcing herself not to dwell on the missing librarian, “we have to cover our tracks and return Mihaela to her dignified rest.” 
 
    This was accomplished with relative swiftness, the bones covered with care, the dirt mounded over them, and then at last the clods of grass and root pressed back into place. It was not, Eska knew as she surveyed the work, particularly well done, and there was a decided lump somewhere in the vicinity of Mihaela’s pelvis that had certainly not been present before, but there was nothing to be done about that. Eska trod back and forth a few times, tapping here and there with her heel in an attempt to get things to be as they ought. 
 
    “Cedo,” she said, “are there words we might say? Something to honor this place and those buried here?” 
 
    San-Voria translated, and the boy thought for a moment, then he knelt at the base of the mound and placed both palms flat on the slope. Eska and San-Voria followed suit as Cedo bowed his head. Eska saw his lips move, but his voice was so soft she could make out nothing, and San-Voria, on Eska’s other side, would be no better off. Perhaps that was for the best. Perhaps the boy spoke as much to the spirits of his dead parents as to the spirit of the matriarch they had disturbed. 
 
    They had retraced most of their path when it happened. The walk had been a quiet one, exhaustion dogging the steps of their small but earnest guide. Behind Eska, San-Voria was nothing more than a steady succession of inhales and exhales, his physique adding to his toil. As for Eska, the staff in her hand acted like a whirlpool on her mind, dragging her, willingly, if she were honest, from thought to thought in that galloping manner it sometimes had. As such, the time passed rather quickly, measured only when the eastern horizon seemed to grow slightly less dark—it was really very difficult to be sure—and she was pleased when Cedo, at the crest of a small rise in the grassland, pointed ahead. There, a faint glow of firelight, an ember in the last vestige of night. 
 
    It was then Casimir San-Voria chose to collapse. 
 
    Chose could be interpreted as an unkind description, but one look at him—Eska whirling as his body thudded to the ground, dropping to her knees next to him, his eyelids fluttering, the pulse in his throat beating far too fast—and she was frankly astonished he had made it that far. She had no doubt he had chosen—demanded of himself—to make it within sight of aid. 
 
    There was a moment of indecision. After all, she and San-Voria were meant to be ensconced within Nadezha’s tent, and the success of the matriarch’s plan, and therefore Eska’s hopes in the trial to come, very much depended on that charade being maintained.  
 
    But the moment passed before the thought of it was even fully formed. 
 
    “Go,” Eska said. And though the word meant nothing to Cedo, her intent was clear. The boy raced away, leaving Eska with a dying man. 
 
    Eska took San-Voria’s head in her hands and settled it in her lap. His hair and scalp were slick with sweat, indeed, his skin shone with it, and warmth emanated from him as though a fire burned within. Eska touched his cheek and leaned over him. She searched for a response in his eyes and saw nothing looking back at her. Perhaps he saw her face, but it seemed more likely to Eska that he was staring at death—and death was smiling back with open arms.  
 
    “If you die, I had better see you soon, Master Crow.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    “Most blades are a mercy.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve put me in a difficult spot, Leon.” 
 
    Sascha’s words hardly needed to be spoken. Indeed, the truth of them was writ in every line of Leondroval Caridore’s face, exacerbated by the pale morning light streaming through the trees in sharp rays. The commander looked old. Contrite. And yet more than both of those things. He looked like less of himself, as though some of his vitality had slipped away in the night. He met Sascha’s gaze, barely, the words hanging heavy between them. 
 
    Then again, the words did need to be spoken. Sascha’s position required it. And the situation certainly merited it. No soldier or officer in the Arconian ranks, no matter how low or how high, could escape the consequences of so grievous a failure of judgment. Lives had been risked, thanks to Caridore’s drunkenness, secrecy compromised. And though Sascha would never do so, others would not hesitate to name the endangerment of the arch-commander as chief among the commander’s offenses, worthy of even greater punishment, or some such nonsense. 
 
    “I am prepared, Arch-Commander.” Caridore’s voice was flat, dead. Sascha hated to hear it. The drunkenness was gone, but the shadow of it remained. Red, dry eyes. Disheveled—more than usual—hair.  
 
    “Prepared? What do you mean, Commander?” 
 
    By way of answer, Caridore merely pulled his sword partially from its scabbard. The steel caught a ray of sun, the sharp edge flashing. 
 
    “Leon.” Sascha tried not to frown, did not want to diminish the man. “That is hardly necessary.” 
 
    Caridore raised his chin slightly and made no move to sheathe the blade. “Rather this than let those ass-chins in Arconia pass judgment on me. Bernal doesn’t know which way to point a sword. Ferruccia hasn’t spent a day in a barracks. The rest are no better.” 
 
    The concealed frown threatened to turn into a laugh. Sascha pushed it away, not without some difficulty. “To be fair to poor Ferruccia, Leon, you don’t spend much time in barracks either.” 
 
    Caridore grunted. The sword remained frozen in his hands.  
 
    Sascha sighed. “I am no fonder of our military court than you are, Leon. But I won’t watch you stab open your own belly and bleed out in some forsaken corner of Licenza. Or whatever exactly you had in mind. No artery cutting. No intestine spilling. Do you understand? You will not take your own life in some misguided attempt at self-inflicted justice.” 
 
    Caridore’s gaze shifted to somewhere behind Sascha’s left ear. “I won’t let you protect me, Arch-Commander.” There was some desperation in the voice now. Sascha curbed it. 
 
    “I don’t intend to.”  
 
    The eyes flickered back. No longer lifeless. 
 
    “Not in the way you think, at least. You are a decorated officer, Commander Caridore, with years of distinguished service, no matter the opinion others may have of you. Opinions cannot withstand facts. And the facts are that, yes, you made an error. And as such you will face consequences that I alone cannot determine.” Sascha stepped close and put his hands over Caridore’s. Slowly, deliberately, his eyes fixed on the other man’s face, Sascha slid the sword back into the scabbard. “But nor will I leave you to the scavengers. You have my word that the consequences will be fair and just. Is that understood?” 
 
    After a moment—a moment in which Sascha could see the conflict in the other man—Caridore gave a shaky nod. 
 
    “I want to hear you say it, Leon.” 
 
    A swallow, unsteadiness in the eyes. Whatever piece of Caridore that was lost would not be back in a hurry—if it returned at all. Sascha did not like to think on the consequences of that.  
 
     “I understand, Arch-Commander. Your word is my law.”  
 
    And then Leondroval Caridore, tears forming in his eyes, drew back from Sascha and snapped a salute. A proper one. As sharp and neat and precise as those of a cadet fresh out of training.  
 
    Perhaps it ought to have been inspiring. Reassuring. Something along those lines. And Sascha supposed it was, in part. After all, Caridore was a man loyal to his scouts and to Arconia, and very little else. If Sascha had managed to earn some of that loyalty, that was to be counted a success.  
 
    But if it was at the cost of everything that made Leondroval Caridore the man he was, the commander he was, Sascha did not want it. 
 
    Sascha returned the salute and made to turn back toward the small camp. The morning demanded more from him. Ramses Tukhamon had to declare his intentions. 
 
    Caridore’s voice called him back. 
 
    “Arch-Commander, aren’t you going to ask?” Caridore hesitated, something Sascha had never seen him do before. That did not bode well. “About the liquor?” He paused again, clearly hoping Sascha would finish the question for him. Sascha would not. “About whether it’s gone?” 
 
    “Is that a question I need to ask, Commander?” 
 
    A quick shake of the head. He looked like a boy, caught causing mischief, eager to please. “No, Arch-Commander.” And when he spoke again, Sascha was relieved to hear a shift in his voice, a certainty that had not been there before. “You need never ask that question again.”  
 
    It was a start. Only time would tell if Leondroval Caridore would recover what he had lost that night—and in turn if Sascha would recover his commander of scouts. 
 
    Ramses Tukhamon was waiting at the other end of the gulley. He looked at ease, even had the gall to eye the sky—already bright—as Sascha approached through his men. 
 
    “Perhaps first light means something different in Arconia,” the captain of the Grey Eagles said, smiling. 
 
    Sascha did not smile. If the man thought the sharing of stories under starlight and a night spent around the same campfire made them friendly, Sascha intended to disabuse him of that particular mistake.  
 
    “My men have seen to your dead. That leaves only one matter between us. Your answer, Captain.” 
 
    “You look tired, Arch-Commander,” Tukhamon said, apparently in no great hurry.  
 
    “What I am is no concern of yours, Captain.” 
 
    In truth, Sascha was tired. He had not slept, fated to spend the dark hours after the fight on the ridge staring aimlessly, sometimes at the firelight, sometimes at the stars within the dark holes between the darker trees above. What Tukhamon hoped to gain by recognizing this and announcing that recognition, Sascha could not say. 
 
    The mercenary captain spread his hands in a gesture that managed to imply both polite placation and affronted superiority all at once. 
 
    “Then I shall be brief.” Tukhamon took a breath. “I do not accept your terms, Arch-Commander de Minos.” He may as well have been making an exceedingly bland comment on the weather or the state of his horse’s hooves, so unexceptional was his voice. There was a smugness in his eyes, to be sure, leaving Sascha no doubt that the man was enjoying himself. The obvious question was why. 
 
    Not only that, but Tukhamon desperately wanted Sascha to ask the obvious. Bright eyes watched Sascha. A curve at the corner of his mouth. The slightest forward lean in his stance, signaling his desire to spring on Sascha’s question. 
 
    All the more reason not to ask it. There was nothing, Sascha had learned, quite like depriving an enemy of what he or she most desired. And they were, he and Ramses Tukhamon, enemies now. This much was decided. And Sascha knew the question would not garner any truth worth having.  
 
    “So be it,” Sascha said. The man’s mouth tightened, and at last it was Sascha’s turn to hint at a smile. “The Grey Eagles are henceforth named enemy combatants, susceptible to all consequences therein associated.” Sascha let the words ring out down the length of the gulley. “Captain, would you prefer to ride unfettered at my side? Or do you require bonds and a heavy guard?” 
 
    Tukhamon’s left eye twitched as he fought off a frown, then he bought himself a moment by sweeping low in an elaborate bow. When he straightened, he had smoothed over his features, and his voice was even when he spoke. “I would be honored to ride with you, Arch-Commander.”  
 
    Only when the small camp was packed up, only when the Grey Eagles were mounted, only when Sascha had a moment alone with Captain Colombial—on the pretense of showing the other man a nonexistent blemish on his horse’s left rear hoof—did Sascha let go of the tightness he had been holding in his chest since Ramses Tukhamon had declared his belligerence. 
 
    “He’s waiting for something,” Sascha breathed. “He doesn’t mind riding with us as a prisoner. And he could have easily given this answer last night. Time.” Sascha glanced up at Colombial, all the while continuing to gesture at the hoof resting between his knees. “He wanted time, and he got it.” This truth seemed to burn at Sascha like a brand held in place far too long and made all the more painful by his inability to perceive Tukhamon’s reasoning or intentions. 
 
    Colombial nodded his understanding. “Do you believe the rest of his company to be near? Perhaps he expects an attack? A rescue?” 
 
    “Possibly. But if that was all he wanted, he could have surrendered. Pretended to accept my terms. Doing so would have lightened our attention on him, made it easier to slip away during an ambush. Refusing endangers him.” 
 
    “Then perhaps we should endanger him, Arch-Commander.” There was practicality—nothing more—in Colombial’s voice as he spoke those words.  
 
    “Not yet. I still want him alive,” Sascha said. He lowered the hoof to the ground and patted his horse’s flank, his gaze fixed on Colombial’s fierce, grey eyes. “But that may change. And I will need you to be ready with little warning.” 
 
    “Always, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    “One more thing, Captain,” Sascha said. “You will ride near the rear. Once we are underway, fall back, subtly, and with four or five men, both yours and Caridore’s. When you judge the time right, when there is some cover and when Tukhamon and his men are sufficiently distracted by the swaying steps of their horses and the warm sun, send one of Caridore’s scouts back to the column to give a full report to Commander-Superior Bellanteau. With a little luck, Tukhamon won’t notice and he’ll lead us directly to the rest of the Eagles.” 
 
    Jolie Colombial frowned a little. “How do you mean to do that, Arch-Commander?” 
 
    Sascha gave the smallest of shrugs and grinned—not out of any great humor, but the sort of grin one grins when one is likely about to do something reckless without sufficient planning. Colombial knew enough to give a smart nod in response and nothing more. 
 
    Sascha turned to his horse, unable to keep himself from wishing it was Cyrus who stood before him. Colombial was capable. Colombial was discreet. Colombial was steadfast. But he was not Cyrus. He was not an extension of Sascha, both in mind and body. He trusted Colombial to do what needed to be done. But Cyrus he would trust as though he himself were doing it. And if reckless was the watchword for the day, there was no one Sascha would rather have at his side.  
 
    As Sascha pulled himself up into the saddle and gave the signal to depart, the pang of that loss settled into his chest, burrowing a deep hole. If Sascha were prone to dramatic metaphors, he might have imagined it constructing a fortress, excavating defensive works, staking out a claim with devastating swiftness. But Sascha was not prone to such things. He knew only that the pain in his heart was not likely to diminish any time soon, if ever. 
 
    After all, he still felt the loss of Eska. Two years later. Five campaigns. And uncounted opportunities to find distraction in work. 
 
    With a deliberate breath that he forced into his shoulders and down through his chest, Sascha sat up a little taller in his saddle as he maneuvered his horse to the front of their party, where Tukhamon waited.  
 
    “My men wished to see us duel, Captain,” Sascha said by way of greeting. 
 
    They had wished no such thing. 
 
    The response was immediate and uncontrolled. A glance at Sascha, raised eyebrows, the swift sort of appraisal that can be undertaken in an instant by practiced eyes. 
 
    And the eagerness Sascha anticipated. 
 
    “We could yet, Arch-Commander,” Tukhamon said. The glance shifted to the spear fastened to Sascha’s saddle. “That is a fearsome weapon.” Said without fear. Admiration, perhaps even covetousness. 
 
    “I would hate to deprive you of your imminent retirement, Captain,” Sascha said, returning to the one thing that had earned him a glimpse, a hint, of a crack in the mercenary’s armor. Sascha saw no reason not to chip away at that crack. Either he did lasting damage, or the man would have to muster so much irritation to keep Sascha at bay that his other defenses might falter—allowing Sascha to pry at his true plans. 
 
    Tukhamon scoffed. “I am not so old as you seem to think, de Minos. Though I would not mind if you continue to underestimate me.” 
 
    Oh, but he did mind. And Sascha could see it. Had seen it before. Men who knew their reflexes were not what they once were. Who knew their lungs could not endure a lengthy brawl. Who knew their bodies were showing signs of wear and age—perhaps not to other eyes, but to their own harsh expectations. Ramses Tukhamon wanted Sascha to see them as equals.  
 
    “How many single combats have you fought in your career, Captain?” 
 
    “Four.” 
 
    Respectable. And more than Sascha, if one was counting. But while Ramses Tukhamon might utter that number with a fair amount of boastful pride in his voice, single combat was the preferred measure for greatness only for those who counted ale-soaked taverna brawls as the most important moments of their lives.  
 
    “And the results?” 
 
    Tukhamon’s nostrils flared slightly. “Am I not standing before you, flesh and bone?” 
 
    Sascha shrugged. “Draws can happen.” The flare returned. “But I misspoke, Captain. I should have asked whether any of your four opponents were awarded the right to yield and yet draw breath.” 
 
    He could see the lie forming. Whatever Ramses Tukhamon had managed to conceal in the darkness the night before, Sascha seemed to be developing a knack for reading the other man. But then the mercenary’s mouth twisted a little, and he offered a begrudging, “One. Only because he had caught the eye of a princess.” 
 
    “How fortunate for him,” Sascha murmured. 
 
    “Thought the same,” Tukhamon said, “but I heard she wasn’t the sort of princess whose attention you wanted to catch.” 
 
    “Then perhaps your blade would have been a mercy.” 
 
    Tukhamon grunted. “Most blades are a mercy.” 
 
    A curious statement. Another crack for Sascha to chip at. 
 
    “Would you like that mercy from me, Captain?” 
 
    The look flung at Sascha then was sharp. “Do I look in need of mercy, de Minos?” 
 
    “You are my prisoner,” Sascha said, keeping his attention forward. “I made it clear that a refusal of my offer would result in the destruction of you and your Grey Eagles. So, yes, it would be possible to make that assessment.” He paused, just long enough to cut Tukhamon off. “But you are unharmed. Your men likewise. All in all, not a bad result of having to surrender your sword. I even allowed you free use of your limbs.” Only then did Sascha glance at the captain. “You have some expectation of surviving this, I imagine.” 
 
    There. Mingling with the sharpness. Sascha named it uncertainty. Not regarding the current predicament, no. Something beyond that. Something Sascha could not yet see. 
 
    “I have survived worse,” Tukhamon said, all smoothness and smiles. 
 
    “No doubt,” Sascha said softly. He kept his gaze fixed on the other man’s face, on those dark eyes.  
 
    “You are full of questions, Arch-Commander. Might I respond with one of my own?” 
 
    Sascha gestured with an open palm, inviting the man to speak. 
 
    “Where are we going? We continue south, which means you do not intend to bring me back to Arconia just yet. You say you wish to destroy my men, and yet you do not know where to find my Eagles, unless you intend to wander here and there in hopes of some good fortune.” 
 
    There were many reasons to head south, onward to Vienisi, most of which had to do with continuing the plan to defend that city and most of which Sascha had no intent of revealing to Ramses Tukhamon.  
 
    But there was one answer Sascha was perfectly happy to share, if only for the reaction he would get. 
 
    “It matters not if I can find your Eagles, Captain, because I expect them to find us.” 
 
    The dropping jaw, hastily but poorly recovered, was very good. The forehead wrinkle was certainly an excellent addition. But Sascha’s favorite part of Ramses Tukhamon’s expression was the way he very nearly appeared to swallow his tongue. 
 
    It could have been amusing, given different circumstances. But Sascha’s unblinking stare was in stark opposition to any amusement he might have felt. 
 
    “No doubt you have a predetermined time and place at which you were to reconvene with the rest of your company,” Sascha continued, graciously allowing Tukhamon a chance to repair his composure. “Allow me to surmise that this time is in the not too distant future. And I can imagine no small amount of consternation might overtake your lieutenants when that time passes by and your silhouette fails to darken the horizon.” He gave a casual wave of his hand at the horizon ahead of the party. “Barring any sudden inspiration seizing one of your men and convincing him that your absence is his moment to shine—and supplant you—they will aspire to discover your whereabouts. And being an experienced and unfoolish sort of captain, you will have told them the general vicinity in which you and your comrades could be found.” Sascha glanced at his guest. “Have I arrived at some appropriate conclusions? Or am I mistaken?” 
 
    His tongue having relocated itself, Tukhamon deigned to use it. “These are hardly outrageous conclusions, Arch-Commander. I imagine if the outcome of our skirmish on the ridge had been reversed, I could make the same about you. Are there not those, perhaps, one might suggest, a larger force of your soldiers, who would seek to determine your whereabouts should you fail to materialize at a designated time and place? Or do you expect me to believe that you are wandering through the hinterlands with merely a party of scouts?” 
 
    He was exactly right of course, but the mercenary’s words were at odds with his surprise of the earlier moment—shock that suggested Sascha had touched on something unexpected—and at last Sascha began to feel the knot in his mind unravel. That Tukhamon’s Eagles might search for him was not unexpected. But Sascha had not used those particular words, not the first time. Find, he had said. And finding and searching were two different things. 
 
    Ramses Tukhamon expected to be found. 
 
    Which begged the conclusion that Ramses Tukhamon expected to be caught. Wanted to be caught.  
 
    The implications of that were rather enormous, of course, and most of them were assaulting Sascha at that very moment. He could only hope his face gave no indication of the rate at which his heart was racing or the nature of the maelstrom of thoughts besieging him. 
 
    To his relief, the captain seemed as intent on avoiding scrutiny at that moment as Sascha, which meant they were both staring rather determinedly at the space between their horses’ ears. 
 
    But silence was telling. And Sascha couldn’t afford to arouse Tukhamon’s suspicions. 
 
    “While I do enjoy a good hinterland wander, Captain, you are correct, of course,” Sascha said, taking care to offer a smile. He had been told that particular smile—a brief flash of teeth, but not too many, before finishing with an asymmetrical curve on his lips (a flaw Sascha had no control over, despite more than a few accusations to the contrary)—accompanied by a directness of gaze that could be, and had been, considered impolite, was intimidating. Whether it was successful on Tukhamon was up for debate, but Sascha supposed there was no harm in attempting to sustain an undercurrent of threat. Nor was it difficult to do so. “What do you say, Captain? A friendly wager?” 
 
    Tukhamon’s gaze narrowed as he looked at Sascha. “On what?” 
 
    “Why, on which of the two of us is more likely to get what he wants, of course.” 
 
    “I am not a gambler, Arch-Commander. I must disappoint you, I’m afraid.” An acceptable response. But, if Sascha was not mistaken, a lie. The pulse beating in his temple suggested it, as did the nearly imperceptible hitch in Tukhamon’s breath as he inhaled before speaking. 
 
    In truth, Sascha was not much taken with wagers and games of chance himself. But he had found in his experience that many men of a military nature indulged, if not voraciously, then at least casually—and that a refusal to do so, before even enquiring as to specifics, offered insight into a man’s conviction. 
 
    To summarize, Ramses Tukhamon wanted to be caught. But Ramses Tukhamon had his doubts. How fascinating. 
 
    Later, Sascha would have been reluctant to admit that this intriguing, but ultimately nebulous, portrait of the man was the catalyst for what followed. After all, he was the arch-commander of Arconia, and as such he was expected to formulate his plans around facts and certainty and a great deal of numbers. And he did. Mostly. 
 
    But facts and certainty and numbers had not ended the siege of Eduin. Or saved Verdienne.  
 
    There were those who would argue to the contrary until their final breath. Who would insist that order, not chaos, was responsible for every victory. 
 
    But Sascha knew better. Sascha knew that for every order given, for every command obeyed, and for every plan laid out to the finest detail, choices were made, choices that lay outside the scope of each of those things—and it was those choices that so often tipped the scales against defeat and death. 
 
    Which was why Sascha, despite knowing—or perhaps because he knew, what was the difference, really?—that he was only scraping the surface of the intentions of Ramses Tukhamon and the forces that had orchestrated their meeting on a starlit ridge in the wilds of Licenza, made a choice. Two, in fact. And neither was particularly defensible or orderly. 
 
    He would be the first to admit that choosing to allow the Grey Eagles—whenever they came for Tukhamon—to rescue their captain was a questionable strategy.  
 
    The second choice went well beyond that. 
 
    Because Sascha intended to exchange places with Tukhamon. 
 
    Indeed, if all went as he planned, Sascha calculated that he had two days, perhaps far less, before he was the one surrendering his weapon—not his spear, never the spear—and submitting to the ignominy of defeat. 
 
    He was already dreading the paperwork. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    “Promise me.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you a rabbit?” 
 
    The question, in other circumstances and spoken by other personages, might have provoked a severe frown. As it was, Manon was aware of just exactly how like a rabbit she might appear in that moment. She held still, determined to speak as little as possible, and kept her eyes lowered—which, of course, was the behavior of prey hoping not to be spotted. 
 
    There was a piece of her mind, smaller than she would like to admit, that was screaming at her—demanding she find the sort of courage she had once believed to be innate to her very existence. The sort of courage that had seen her ride inside a stampede and impulsively attempt to launch fire at Eska de Caraval’s ship outside the harbor at Toridium. There were some who might declare that stupidity rather than courage, but Manon did not much feel like debating word choice—not when she was standing in front of the One Who Came Before, cornered, really, after avoiding him for two days. The streets of Verdienne were good for such things, she had discovered. 
 
    The swords were at his sides, she noted. It was difficult not to note them. Not after witnessing the manner in which he conjured them. Manon could still see the face of the young woman as she fought against the strange ashen bonds that held her to the ground while the bronze disc seared her flesh and drew forth—what, exactly, Manon did not know. Something the crowned man could forge, like a smith, with power she could not fathom. The expression on that remembered face had grown more accusatory and less frightened in those two days, a point of some annoyance to Manon, but now, with that golden stare hounding her, it was the fear she recalled. And the way the blood had flowed.  
 
    “Rabbits are quite good at hiding,” the One Who Came Before said. Manon was not sure if she was to take this as a compliment. He shifted his stance and gazed out to the sea, grey and roiling before them. Manon had come to the northern wall in time to see the sun rise. Now his dark silver crown pierced the brilliant smears of purple and orange in the eastern sky. “But eventually even the cleverest rabbit must venture forth for water.” 
 
    Ah. That was, she supposed, vaguely poetic, equating the sunrise with something so vital to life as water. She wondered if there was a hint of Perrin in those words—as generally speaking, she did not suppose whatever else lay behind the golden skull had much use for or interest in things of beauty. The whispers of her brother’s voice still haunted her—more so than the deaths of the three Carriers, though she would not admit this if asked. Luca had asked, though not in so many words. And Manon had answered the hunter in an equally circuitous manner, which was coming to define the words exchanged between them. But she had made one thing clear. No matter her fear, no matter the risk, she would not leave Verdienne. Not unless she knew Perrin was dead and gone. And Luca had made himself clear, as well. He stayed if she stayed. Manon could not help but wonder how many days would pass before he hated her. 
 
    “I promised you answers,” the One Who Came Before said, turning his head to gaze on her once more. “You earned three. Did you not wish to collect?” 
 
    She did wish. But doing so demanded facing those dark, fathomless eyes and bearing the weight of his scrutiny—scrutiny that might, at any point, recognize the Carrier blood that flowed in Manon’s veins. Manon watched the sea for a moment longer, unsure if she was seeking courage somewhere in those grey waves or a quiet place to disappear, then slowly turned to face the man who had consumed her brother. 
 
    “I asked you before, will you answer?” 
 
    The response came with something that sounded like a smile. “And I said we would find out.” 
 
    “What is your true name?”  
 
    Her first question was met with stillness, and for a moment she feared it was the sort of stillness that precedes anger and that he might lash out with his steel-clad hand or one of the dark blades—or the fire burning in his heart.  
 
    But then he spoke, his voice softer than she had yet heard. 
 
    “I was born Cyprian Alescu.” 
 
    Manon, if she had been cognizant of anything other than those astonishing words, would have noticed her heart stuttering in her chest and then racing forward with unnatural speed. 
 
    “My mother was Silvaria, Princess of Thorns and sixth to rule Bellara under the name Alescu.” A breath, and with it his voice seemed to grow. “I was the second Cyprian, named for the one called the Dreaming King and the Prince of Silence.” 
 
    “The Fisher King,” Manon breathed. There was another name, she knew, a second epithet earned. But she had never been one to memorize the names of long dead kings and queens. She was not even sure she remembered the origin of the name, but she had a suspicion it was most unpleasant. He was an Alescu, after all. 
 
    “Later,” Cyprian said, “yes. But when I was young, I was the Prince Beneath the Moon.” 
 
    “Cyprian II died centuries ago,” Manon said, her mind trying to take shape around the revelation. “How are you here?” Too late she realized this was her second question. But it had to be asked.  
 
    Another breath, this one long and slow, exhaled as though he had eons to do so. Perhaps he did. 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    The waste of that question set Manon’s heart hammering anew. She needed to learn something of Perrin but without alerting the king-who-was-not-dead of her intent. Cyprian’s gauntleted fingers reached up to caress the edge of the disc that rested against his breastplate. His dark gaze shifted from Manon’s face to fall on the patterned bronze gleaming dully between his fingers, cold metal on cold metal. There was something in that touch, if not in the empty eyes, that seemed to solidify in Manon’s mind, a thing just out of reach. He might not know how he walked the world once more, but it had something to do with the disc he wore, the cousin of the one she carried. The certainty of this settled into Manon, strangely tangible, and she held it fast for reasons she did not know. 
 
    He looked up, the disc in his grasp. “One more.” The tone was suddenly and unmistakably impatient. 
 
    And Manon found she was ready. Or, at the least, as ready as she could be. 
 
    “If you are Cyprian who was dead,” the if earned Manon a slight, sharp jerk in the golden jaw, “whose body do you now inhabit? What lies beneath your mask? Surely these are not the bones laid to rest? Surely this is not the flesh that last felt the sun centuries ago?”  
 
    The skull moved no more. The empty gaze tore into Manon. “Do you doubt what I have said? Do you doubt what you have seen with your own eyes?” 
 
    “No,” Manon said, trying not whisper. 
 
    At last that golden face relented. Cyprian looked down at the disc, studied it, let it rest against his black armor once more. And then he placed one of his gauntleted hands against his heart—Perrin’s heart—where it lay beneath the intricate swirls of steel.  
 
    Manon held her breath—then released it as the moment lingered past expectation. She sensed whatever eyes lay behind the dark sockets were closed, contemplating, feeling, probing.  
 
    “Greatness.” The dead king’s voice rumbled forth, smooth and sensuous. He removed his hand. “Greatness could have been his. But he was unwilling to claim it.” 
 
    Was. 
 
    Manon felt something in her legs tremble, felt her heart sink in her chest, the puzzle of the rest of Cyprian’s words disregarded in the face of the one word that mattered most. The spark in her ribs raged with sudden heat, fierce and wild and angry, and Manon stiffened to keep from doubling over at the waist. She was quite sure the only thing forcing her heart to beat onward was the thought of Perrin’s voice whispering from somewhere within that mask of gold and death. For once she dared not look away from that empty stare, for fear of what her face might reveal if she did.  
 
    “How?” 
 
    She was out of questions, she knew. And Cyprian made her wait. To Manon’s right, the sea was shedding its grey cloak, waves rippling now with shades of blue, white foam cresting in gentle curves—except for those waves fated to crash against the walls of Verdienne. Those were less gentle, and the sound of their breaking seemed to swell in Manon’s ears as the silence drew on. 
 
    “How does the moon govern the tides?” Cyprian said. “How does the lightning call the thunder? I took what was there for the taking. That is all you could understand.” He moved as if to leave—to leave Manon with her grief and anger there on that wall, with only the waves and the gulls to bear witness—then paused, his golden skull turning back to face her once more. “You surprise me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You did not ask what I intend to do next.” 
 
    “You are an Alescu,” Manon said, the fire within speaking for her. “I do not think I need to ask.” 
 
    He enjoyed that answer. Manon could not have said how she knew this. Head tilts and small gestures only offered so much. But she did know. And then the Fisher King strode away. 
 
    Or so she thought.  
 
    He was halfway down the stairs hugging the stones of the wall—stairs shot through with black glass—when two things happened. 
 
    Manon could not have said which came first, whether she heard the voice and then Cyprian hesitated for so brief a moment as to not be a moment at all, or the other way around. Both scenarios had an equal propensity to induce terror.  
 
    But the whisper was a balm, soothing despite the fear and desperation present in the voice. 
 
    “Manon. Help me. Please.” 
 
    Perrin was still alive. Aware—at least enough to speak more than her name. 
 
    And then the Fisher King was gone, his long strides carrying him out of sight, and Manon could only hope he had not heard what she had heard.  
 
    It was only later, when Manon had shed the fear of the moment, that a particular thought occurred to her. It reminded her of the archduke, of the slippery subtleties honed by so many in the political circles of Arconia—the subtleties and cleverness Manon had never been able to master. It was a thought, she knew with a reluctant sort of certainty, that would have occurred to Eska de Caraval immediately. But Manon supposed she ought to feel fortunate it had come to her at all. Perhaps she was learning. 
 
    In any case, as she descended from the walls of Verdienne, the fire that had roared in her chest moments before was simmering away with an astonishing amount of contentment—because Manon understood that Cyprian II, Fisher King, Prince Beneath the Moon, for all his power and his certainty, perhaps did not know everything. After all, if one wishes to conceal a gap in knowledge, one can employ grand and obscure references to distract one’s opponent from the matter at hand. Moons and tides and lightning, indeed. 
 
    And if Cyprian did not know how he came to possess Perrin’s body, there was a chance he did not know how to keep it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Can you take it from him?” 
 
    As greetings go, this was not the best Manon might have employed. Nor, she realized, was her question bursting with clarity. 
 
    Luca looked up from the task in his lap—mending, his callused fingers pulling needle and thread with a rough efficiency—as Manon’s shadow darkened the small room.  
 
    Small and cramped—far more so than the one given to Manon for reasons she could not quite fathom—the room occupied a quarter of the attic floor of Vincenzo’s house. Spared from the flames, the manor had become something of a focal point in Verdienne, which had Vincenzo muttering frequently about his dead father. Whether he did so out of a wish that the deceased might have lived to see his son earn a position of leadership in a time of crisis, or if he fervently hoped his father could not see the state of the house, Manon could not tell. Either was possible. Bereft of its housekeeper, who died in Cyprian’s fire, and several servants having fled and not returned, the interior of the house was not the beacon of comfort and modest wealth the unscorched exterior promised. But it was a roof over Manon’s head—and a slanted eave smelling faintly of stale bread over Luca’s—and she was not about to complain about ashy footprints in the entryway or the mushy state of the pears in the larder. 
 
    “It did occur to me, yes.” Luca’s response came with a heavy helping of the sort of tone that suggested this occurrence had come to the hunter quite some time ago and that perhaps she ought to have known that. Luca rested the shirt with the torn seam on the bench next to him. “But I have yet to come up with a good reason to deprive him of his Carrier powers only temporarily—and in turn give him a reason to kill us both.” He stood and propped one foot on the bench, bending down to peer out the narrow window. “Now, it could provide an opportunity to stab him once or twice, but I think you would prefer that we not spill all of your brother’s blood.” Luca looked back at Manon with one eyebrow raised. The glint of humor faded quickly. “To be honest, I don’t even know if I could take his ability from him. He feels different, as I told you. And he’s powerful.” A small shrug, one of apology, not indifference, rolled off the shoulder aimed at Manon. “I am not.” 
 
    Manon turned and paced the short distance the room allowed. She came to a halt at the doorframe. The sound of Vincenzo’s voice drifted up from below, followed by a second voice, quieter, but familiar. 
 
    “What is it?” Luca asked, able to make out the edges of the shadow in Manon’s mind. 
 
    “Time,” Manon said. The voices below grew louder. She shifted to look back at Luca. “How long until he knows Perrin lives? How long before Cyprian roots him out?”  
 
    The opportunity to answer that question, if, indeed, Luca had such an answer formed, was smothered by shouting. More voices now, clamoring, arguing, Vincenzo’s lost amid the swell. Manon might have remained above—after all, the squabbles of the citizens of Verdienne were of little consequence to her—but Luca was already moving to the stairs, brushing past her through the narrow doorway. Manon hesitated, but the sound of shattering—the sharp and expensive sort—and a mournful cry that followed had her trailing in Luca’s wake. 
 
    Four things Manon saw as she descended the last of the stairs into the manor’s entry hall. 
 
    First, blood. Not in fatal quantities, but a generous spattering on the tiled floor—leading to the second thing: a large man, crumpled on his side, leaking the aforementioned blood from a gash on his bald head. 
 
    At his side was the third thing, in the form of Captain Gisella Lumero, kneeling without regard for the stains she was acquiring. Her hands, not without some dexterity and skill, worked to stanch the bleeding, but her voice, the one she was using to berate Vincenzo—ah, the familiar voice Manon had not been able to place from the attic—was expressing a good deal less aplomb. 
 
    Which made the fourth thing Vincenzo—Vincenzo and the remains of a large, no doubt heavy, very likely precious, unidentifiable object that now lay scattered in an unfortunate number of pieces around him. Perhaps the pieces were a fifth thing, but, really, there was no differentiating between them and the man sobbing on his knees amidst them.  
 
    Luca went to the wounded man—naturally—without pause, leaving Manon looming over the scene in an unhelpful fashion. 
 
    And apparently making her the arbiter of whatever argument had befallen the distraught trio. 
 
    Lumero leaped to her feet and strode toward Vincenzo with enough alacrity—and weapons—as to be alarming, and Manon found herself angling between the two. 
 
    “Why can’t you see what is happening, Vincenzo?” Lumero screamed, her face red with anger and grief. “Your father would be ashamed of you.” 
 
    Even Manon, newly acquainted with Verdienne, knew this was the wrong thing to say.  
 
    Vincenzo, somewhere off Manon’s right shoulder, got to his feet, a shaky affair—though his unsteadiness was offset somewhat by the sharp shard of whatever the broken thing was in his hand.  
 
    “Do not speak of my father,” Vincenzo gasped, his anger chasing his voice out of him. “You hold your position thanks only to the death of Captain Inesco. You are nothing but a sword and false sense of importance. You do not know what is best for this city!” Vincenzo jockeyed around Manon and jabbed waywardly with his improvised weapon. Lumero responded by drawing enough steel from her scabbard to send Manon reaching for her spark— 
 
    But no. She could not. 
 
    Fortunately, Manon had once had an older brother. And Victor had taught her a thing or two. 
 
    Manon clamped her hand around Vincenzo’s outstretched wrist. A tweak here, a twist there and he was on his knees once more, his outrage replaced by a whimper of pain and a sudden watering of his eyes. 
 
    Lumero’s attention snapped to Manon as though seeing her for the first time. A fierce scowl slid across her face and the steel remained bare as their eyes met.  
 
    “I am the law in this city,” Lumero said. 
 
    “What city,” Manon returned. “Your people are dead or gone. Your city is ash and glass. You have no law. You have no order. To pretend otherwise is folly.” 
 
    Lumero’s upper lip curled. “I am acting captain of the eighth cohort of the watch, appointed to second-in-command by Tyvero de Vale himself. I will serve my city as my oath demands.” 
 
    “Tyvero who?” 
 
    “Do not mock me, stranger.” 
 
    “I do not mock,” Manon said, her gaze unblinking as she looked down at the shorter woman. “I merely offer,” Manon paused, forming the next word with more than a little condescension, “practicalities. Your life as you knew it is over.” 
 
    After a moment, the steel slid home, quietly, and with far less fuss.  
 
    Manon looked at Vincenzo, who cradled his wrist in his lap with the tenderness Manon had never displayed over Victor’s body. “And you had both better accept that. If you want to survive. Whatever you might have done in the wake of this disaster, whatever Verdienne’s council might have decided, that way of thinking will not save you now.” Manon grabbed Vincenzo by the elbow of his other arm and hauled him to his feet. “You must adapt, if you want to live.” 
 
    “Fine words from the woman who is helping that monster kill people,” Lumero muttered. “I was there. I saw what he did. And you brought them to him.” 
 
    “Your will to misunderstand will be the death of you,” Manon said. “I wish to live. And so I have adapted.” 
 
    “By slaughtering innocent lives.” 
 
    The spark very nearly surged free. It was a close thing. Manon felt the heat rush through her. Felt her heart embrace it. Felt her hands beg to send a lick of fire curling around Gisella Lumero’s face.  
 
    But there, just beyond the other woman’s face, Luca’s eyes stared back at her. And Manon drowned her fire in those plain, brown pools. 
 
    “Yes, I brought him three lives,” she said, her gaze returning to the watch captain. “But there was a fourth. A child.” Manon let that register. “That child lives yet.” 
 
    It was in that moment that the man on the floor moaned, at which point Manon realized for the first time that he wasn’t dead. 
 
    “What happened here? Who is he?” 
 
    Lumero, her anger replaced by exhaustion—Manon knew that look well—born not out of defeat but out of necessity, sighed and returned to the injured man. Her voice quieter now, she conferred with Luca, leaving Manon to fix Vincenzo with a stare she hoped was withering. 
 
    This was, Manon decided, a scene that had played out in a great many childhoods. Squabbling children separated by an irritated parent doomed to play the peacemaker for eternity. 
 
    She wasn’t sure which was more curious, the fact that this made her, Manon Barca, the peacemaker, or the fact that this scene had never played out in her own childhood.  
 
    Julian Barca, when at home, had let his children squabble, content in the knowledge that they probably wouldn’t do each other grievous harm. Isoula Barca had so thoroughly preferred the company of heady tea and headier wine behind closed doors that she very likely thought her children did not squabble at all. 
 
    “His name is Salieri. Amadeo Salieri. He is a banker.” Vincenzo said. “And he’s broken my family’s most priceless piece of Vienisian porcelain.”  
 
    “With his head?” 
 
    “Vincenzo pushed him.” This from Lumero, still too occupied with the unfortunate Salieri to look up. 
 
    Manon swung back to look at Vincenzo. The pleasant face that had made her welcome in Verdienne was marred by guilt and anger. It did not suit him. But then, Manon supposed, having one’s city turned to ash and one’s fellow citizens murdered in the plaza very likely did not suit him either. 
 
    “Let me guess,” Manon said, “you disagree on how best to deal with our friend in the golden mask.” 
 
    “He is no friend to Verdienne,” Lumero snarled.  
 
    “He is too powerful,” Vincenzo said at nearly the same moment, in the manner of someone who has repeated a particular phrase many times.  
 
    Both of them looked to Manon, as if they expected their mediator to have an answer. An uncomfortable sensation snaked its way down her spine.  
 
    She ought to have rallied them to each other. She ought to have mended the chasm fear had opened between them. She ought to have reminded Vincenzo of his story of the Guardian of Verdienne, of Alexandre de Minos’s streaming banners and valiant cavalry charge. She ought to have stoked the fire of resistance.  
 
    Assuming she was capable of such a thing. Manon had her doubts. 
 
    But more than that, she had her own needs. 
 
    Manon looked from Vincenzo to Lumero and back again. She did not look at Luca. 
 
    “Leave this place. There is nothing for you to save here. Let him have his prize. To fight him is to die.” 
 
    To fight him was to risk Perrin.  
 
    “And what comes after Verdienne?” Lumero asked. “Where will he turn his eye to next?” Silence hovered in the hall. “Do we not have a duty to the Seven Cities?” 
 
    “What are the Seven? A tangled web of wealth and privilege,” Manon said. “A nest of snakes, each more poisonous than the rest. The Seven Cities are built on pieces of paper adorned with the signatures of those who do not care for those they deem beneath them. Me, you,” Manon nodded at Lumero, whose nostrils flared in response. Manon turned to Vincenzo. “Even you. Your city council means nothing to them. Your father’s position means nothing.” Color flooded Vincenzo’s cheeks, and he ducked his head from Manon’s gaze. “What do you owe the Seven? What do any of us?” 
 
    She was fairly proud of this little speech. Not because she felt any of it with any great sense of conviction. But because she could see the despair creeping into Vincenzo’s eyes. Surely Lumero was the same. Surely the woman would cease attempting to meddle and in turn endangering Perrin. 
 
    “I pity you.” Lumero’s voice was strong and sure, and when Manon faced the watch captain once more, the woman had risen to her feet, and her eyes, most unlike Vincenzo’s, were bright with resolve. “You believe in nothing. You think of nothing but yourself. And I feel sorry for you.” And with that, Gisella Lumero stooped to help Salieri to his feet. They moved slowly out the door and into the sunlight beyond, the man leaning heavily on Lumero, who bore the weight as though it were nothing. 
 
    Manon, if asked later, would have said the fire had almost escaped her. That she had maintained her control by only the barest of grips. That she had nearly sent a wave of flames to scorch the offending captain.  
 
    This would have been a lie.  
 
    In truth, the spark that lived inside her ribcage had sputtered—feebly—and gone dark at Lumero’s words, offering no reprisal, not even a rush of heat, leaving Manon to face them alone. She told herself the chill on her skin was the work of the bronze disc pressed close to her chest.  
 
    With some effort, Manon fixed her attention on Vincenzo. “What will she do?” 
 
    “Something reckless. And soon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Soon, it so happened, was rather more immediate than Manon hoped. 
 
    But there was really no denying the sound, sent reverberating through Verdienne, of a mallet striking a gong within moments of Lumero’s exit. 
 
    Vincenzo’s sigh told Manon most of what she needed to know, though he elaborated as she crossed the hall and made for the door, still ajar in Lumero’s wake. “It hasn’t been rung in five years. Not since Furio Andromachus first bombarded our walls from the sea. It will call everyone to the plaza.” 
 
    “Manon.” 
 
    Luca’s voice halted her with one foot on the first step. She looked back over her shoulder, but the sharpness of the sunlight made him difficult to make out in the shadowed interior. 
 
    She expected a reprimand, or at least a word of caution, uttered with that irritating common sense he possessed. 
 
    She did not expect him to say, “The roof. We’ll get there faster. I can find us a way.” 
 
    Three flights of stairs, a delicate maneuver out Luca’s window, a quick scramble up a drain pipe, and one fairly terrifying leap later, Manon was standing on the house neighboring Vincenzo’s and looking out at an unfamiliar landscape of tiled, sloping rooftops in shades of grey and brown. She oriented herself by the sound of the sea—north, then, which meant the plaza was directly behind her—and then Luca was tugging her sleeve to turn her around. 
 
    “Come on.” 
 
    And then he was off. Leaving Manon to attempt to follow.  
 
    Luca moved with the same agile ease as Manon had seen him do on a forest floor—seemingly oblivious to the fact that he was running some distance from the ground, dodging chimneys just as he would trees. 
 
    Needless to say, Manon achieved none of his agility or ease. He slowed to accommodate her without making it obvious, for which Manon was grateful. Together, they crossed the span of half a dozen houses, each separated by a gap that sent Manon’s stomach simultaneously into her heels and her throat. No more than half her height, each still required a deep breath and a reminder not to close her eyes. At last they reached a row of attached dwellings, affording Manon some measure of relief, and paused to catch their breath—well, Manon’s at least. 
 
    Before them, the towers of the southern gate were visible, but the plaza itself was still blocked from view by a network of roofs and streets. Manon watched Luca scan the way forward, no doubt mapping out a route she could not see. Evidently she was frowning at this, leading Luca to smile as he caught her looking.  
 
    “Not so different from a forest, really.” The smile faded.  
 
    Manon rolled her eyes. “On the contrary, it’s very different. Are we sure this is faster?”  
 
    Luca nodded. “We can take a straighter course than the streets allow.” He glanced to the south. “And I’m not too sure I want to be among the crowd once we get there.” 
 
    Manon could not argue against that. She gestured before them. “Lead on.” 
 
    Sprinting and bounding and trying not to fall to her death did not leave Manon much opportunity to conjure up a plan for what would come next, but she reasoned that she was not much inclined for planning. 
 
    As it was, the scene in the plaza, when Manon and Luca came to a halt in a pretty rooftop garden overlooking it, was the sort that defied plans. 
 
    The gong in the southeastern corner of the plaza having shivered its way into silence, the voices below were easy enough to make out. 
 
    One belonged to Captain Lumero. She stood on the remains of the fountain basin, six men and women flanking her. A resolute image. Defiant. Armed. Each sporting the cloak of the city watch. The glass statue of the woman—the woman who was no longer the heroine of Verdienne—staring back at her. And while it seemed likely that Lumero had been addressing the assembled citizens of Verdienne, her attention was, out of necessity, occupied by a single figure, which, first and foremost, made it very clear how small of stature Lumero was, despite the height gained by the fountain. 
 
    “He will kill her,” Manon said. There was no need to say who she meant. Only one man was holding a cudgel the size of a cow’s leg and hindquarters. The spikes embedded in the wood were visible even from Manon’s distance. Its bearer was, in a rather ominous mirroring of Lumero and her fellows, accompanied by an assortment of equally vicious men, each carrying some crude instrument of death. The leader, the same man Manon had noted watching Cyprian with malicious interest, was laughing at something Lumero had said, his head thrown back. There was no sign of the Fisher King, no golden skull grinning into the crowd. But there was little doubt who represented him.  
 
    “Speed and skill can defeat brute strength,” Luca murmured. 
 
    Manon caught his eye. “It can. But it won’t today. Because she thinks what she is fighting for is right. He will just fight for blood.” She waited for Luca to say it, to insist they descend to defend Lumero, or perhaps even attempt to deter the coming fight by means of silky words neither of them possessed. But the hunter remained quiet. “I warned her,” Manon said anyway. “And now she won’t even die at the hands of the man she’s challenging.” 
 
    Which kept Perrin safe. That was all that mattered. 
 
    “Will you betray Verdienne, Savard?” Lumero called out. Her voice was a fine, unwavering thing, ringing clear across the plaza. “Will you succumb to a tyrant who murders for power?” 
 
    Savard responded with a sneer. “You do not frighten me, little woman. And you will not keep me from my reward.” 
 
    “Reward?” Lumero shouted. “He will kill you in the end. He will reward your loyalty with death.” 
 
    Savard hoisted the cudgel from where it dangled against his ankle and rested it over his shoulder. “I’ll take my chances.” 
 
    If what followed were a story told to children, Captain Gisella Lumero would climb to the top of the fountain, nimble and lithe as a mountain cat. And then she would spring—leaping from on high, sword poised to skewer the brute in the eye, her movements too swift for him to counter and defend himself, a scream of defiance piercing the air. A shining hero, soon to be immortalized with her own statue. 
 
    Manon thought she might be capable of such a feat. She was strong, skilled. These things were possible. 
 
    But this was no story for children.  
 
    Lumero did manage to dodge. Once. Just once. 
 
    But Savard moved with uncanny speed, and the cudgel—well, the cudgel arced down into Lumero’s shoulder with a sickening crunch of bone and sinew.  
 
    She dropped, a ruin of blood and broken things. 
 
    If she breathed a last breath, if her eyes sought something other than Savard’s face, Manon could not tell. But, almost as though it were a palpable thing to be touched or heard—or perhaps smelled—she could feel whatever spirit of resistance lingered yet in the citizens of Verdienne assembled below disappear. For some it no doubt slunk away, desperate for a shadow to hide in. For others it merely vanished like smoke in the wind. However it went, Manon knew it would not reappear. 
 
    The silence below was absolute. Nary a whimper from a child. Not a ripple of wind to break the horror. 
 
    And then a bolt of white fire descended from the sky. 
 
    Manon ducked on instinct, one arm shielding her eyes, her breath held in anticipation of being forced out of her—just as it had been the last time white fire had burst from the blue. 
 
    But nothing happened. Nothing, that is, except that when Manon, blinking away spots in her vision, looked down once more, a circle of black glass lay where Gisella Lumero had fallen.  
 
    And just there, somewhere behind her ears, she heard Perrin’s voice once more. Not a word this time. A sound of such pain and fear that Manon trembled with the force of it. 
 
    She reeled where she crouched, hands clutching at the garden’s railing to keep upright, her gaze falling on a dark figure on a rooftop across the plaza, dark and golden, so still and fixed and permanent as to seem the axis on which all the world turned. 
 
    She felt a hand on hers, could not look away. Luca’s fingers tightened as he crouched next to her.  
 
    “Manon.”  
 
    Still she could not tear her gaze from the golden skull. The crowd was fleeing. Screaming.  
 
    “Manon.” 
 
    At last Luca put his other hand to her cheek and turned her head. His palm was cool.  
 
    “I know what you want. And I will help you in every way I can. But we cannot let an Alescu rage unchecked across Bellara. Promise me, if we see no other course, if we have exhausted every path, you will let me try to take his power from him. And then you will strike him down.” Luca filled her vision as he took her face in both of his hands. “Promise me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Interlude 5 
 
      
 
    Excerpt from a letter from Alessandro Joubert, scholar of the Lordican in Arconia, dated three months prior to the centennial celebration of the defeat of Varin II.  
 
      
 
      
 
    It is difficult, when tackling such a subject as the Alescus, to maintain a proper sense of scholarly argument—that is, a theory built upon facts and logic, supplemented by ample evidence from reliable sources, from which can be derived elegant conclusions.  
 
      
 
    Logic tends to be thwarted, as do the sources, it must be said, in the face of sheer terror and power the likes of which defies words. Still, we scholars soldier on, determined to do our best to lay bare the tyrants, deposed these hundred years, who ruled Bellara with a fierce and fiery grip. We sort through contradictions, we chronicle—we do our best, I hope, to find truth. 
 
      
 
    That being said, facts have a certain flaw, shall we call it. It is not enough to merely state that Cyprian Alescu, born to Silvaria, the Princess of Thorns, and her consort, second of that name, seventh of that family to rule, he who began life as the Prince Beneath the Moon, he who became the Fisher King—it is not enough to say that he was born late in summer at the Alescuan palace of Elysium; that he sat upon the throne of the Seven Cities for sixteen, or possibly seventeen, years after succeeding his mother at the age of twenty-two; that he died at thirty-eight, again, possibly thirty-nine, depending on which source you find more trustworthy; and that he in turn was succeeded by his daughter, Veneca. It is not even enough to say that he conquered the previously stalwart city of Krejkova or that he demolished old Petruchor. 
 
      
 
    These are the facts of his life, but their sum is lacking, and any annal in an historian’s life’s work would be incomplete, in this scholar’s opinion, if the entry on Cyprian II stood thus—not when he turned Petruchor to dust by pulverizing a single stone plucked from the streets with his bare fingers. 
 
      
 
    Such is the dilemma of the Alescus. We, all of us, are more than bare facts. We are more than the date of our birth and the manner of our death. We know despair and love. We bear hopes and burdens. And we deserve to be remembered as such. But the Alescus defy this basic assessment of what it means to be human and demand so much more of us, of those who follow and seek to understand. 
 
      
 
    I do not claim to do this task justice with what follows. Nor do I claim to understand why Master Albizzi sought my contribution to his grand project, this annal of the Alescus to be completed upon the century anniversary of the rebellion’s victory over Varin II. It is, I hope, something that comes close to the truth, though I have long held the belief that our understanding of the Alescus will always be limited, just as the understanding between two peoples who do not share a language will be narrow and constrained. This does not make me popular among many of my fellow scholars, most of whom do not deign to place such boundaries upon themselves or their minds.   
 
      
 
    Still, if it is good enough for Albizzi, then I must refrain from pointing out my work’s shortcomings. And what is this work, you, my friend, ask? What am I rambling about?  
 
      
 
    Master Albizzi asked us to answer a single question: Who were the Alescus? 
 
      
 
    And despite all my misgivings about shearing a man or woman down until so little remains as to make the subject unrecognizable, I have done just that.  
 
      
 
    I give you, then, Cyprian II. 
 
      
 
    (Please do let me know what adjustments I should make before submitting to Albizzi. Your opinion is, as ever, most valuable to me.) 
 
      
 
    The Alescus named themselves with the arrogance only the truly dominant can muster. The Prince Among the Stars. The Princess Who Forged Death. The Prince Who Caught the Sun. Grand beyond imagining. Impossible, and yet, and on this the accounts agree, made possible by the immensely powerful Carrier blood that flowed in their veins. The Thunder King. The Silver Queen. And then there is the Fisher King. Less grand. One might even suggest it was downright pedestrian, or even a slur. And yet Cyprian himself had this name carved in stone and burned into the earth. He was proud of it. And if it was born as an insult, he polished it until it gleamed with the force of his will. 
 
      
 
    It happened in Krejkova. A city of ancient grandeur and a military force the likes of which the world has seldom seen. Esterian says the Krejcira empire at its peak boasted a standing army three-hundred thousand strong. Tamillo is more conservative, though his two-hundred and fifty thousand is still an astonishing number unmatched today. And given the compact geography of the Krejcira empire, those soldiers could be moved with devasting speed to defend the borders, Krejkova, or any other threatened city. As such, the empire had thwarted the Princess of Thorns, Cyprian’s mother, and remained a bastion against the destruction wrought by the Alescus, a light of hope, according to writings from Krejci scholars at the time—writings that survived only thanks to the foresight of some unnamed librarian who fled Krejkova in the moments before its final defeat. This is, perhaps, the only blessing of the time of the Alescus: their insatiable greed and infinite superiority made the idea of governing the conquered inconceivable to them. They killed, they destroyed, they took what pleased them, and they moved on, leaving pockets of shattered societies and civilizations in their wake. Cities were razed. Armies were slaughtered. But villages nestled on rocky coastlines and within dark forests and on top of windswept moors were spared more often than not—which is why a cache of crumbling parchments from the great library of Krejkova were discovered in a root cellar four days’ ride from the capital a decade after Silvaria’s death. 
 
      
 
    The death of the Princess of Thorns was the doom of Krejkova. Fueled by grief—though such an emotion is difficult to ascribe to the Alescus—and rage, her son was no more than a day removed from being crowned king in Elysium when he set his sights on that city. Ventruvio insists Cyprian came by sea, citing a storm recorded off the Essegar peninsula that was deemed Carrier-work and coincided with the date Cyprian made his presence in Krejkova known. Mirandalla counters that Cyprian would have taken the more direct land route, the better to avenge his mother with all speed. Regardless, the sources agree that the new king came alone. Without an army. Without even a Celestial or a Harbinger to watch his back. A thing unheard of even for the mighty Alescus, who preferred displays of power that could not be misinterpreted.  
 
      
 
    There is a painting in the Lordican by Berruvi that depicts the moment Cyprian showed himself to the Krejci. The young king stands above the city, looking down upon the hapless citizens from a tower. The sky is ominously dark, save for a gleaming light arranged just so to show Cyprian’s face—handsome, those fine Alescu features, blue eyes shadowed with grief. There is a melancholy about him, exemplified by and perfectly suited to Berruvi’s brushwork and dream-like style. It makes a compelling scene. One might be forgiven for forgetting that the owner of that face was a man bred on cruelty. And Cyprian’s special brand of cruelty was his ability and desire to draw out the inevitable. 
 
      
 
    He could have chosen to set fire to the city from the top of that tower. He could have unleashed his Carrier flames and turned Krejkova to ash. Instead, he let the city muster its defenses. Defenses whittled down by his mother but still strong and stalwart. Fifty-thousand bodies gathered over the course of ten days. Ten days! For ten days he watched them, scurrying about in the shadow he had cast. He watched the city’s standing force assemble outside the walls, on the shore of the great, shining lake. He watched riders depart to summon soldiers from the surrounding area, watched those men and women come in droves to save their city. He watched as the citizens, emboldened by his inaction and by the bravery of their soldiers, join the army upon the open plain, as though their defiance meant something. 
 
      
 
    What came next is uncertain. Here the accounts, themselves written after the fact and without the veracity of eyewitness, differ wildly. Some attribute what Cyprian inflicted upon that army and those citizens to his devastating precision with fire, some to his ability to seemingly pull the winds from the skies. It matters not. What matters is that when Cyprian left Krejkova, every last citizen and every last member of that fifty-thousand-strong fighting force was dead. 
 
      
 
    Their fate was discovered three days later when cautious shepherds on the distant hills at last had the courage to approach what had been the empire’s jewel. At first, the city appeared empty, as did the plain and the lakeshore. An eerie sight to be sure. And then someone noticed the fishing line. 
 
      
 
    Countless strands of it running from the lake to the shore, tied to anything rooted in the ground—docks, trees, salvage, boathouses.  
 
      
 
    And it is here that I break my scholarly bonds, for I cannot pass this moment by without imagining the trepidation with which those shepherds began to reel in the first line, their efforts hindered by the weight of the stones weighing down Cyprian’s catch. It is not my place to speculate, and there is no evidence to rely upon, but I know it in my bones as surely as if I had been there to pull the line myself. 
 
      
 
    Fifty-thousand soldiers and a similar number of civilians died that day. Strung up to drown. Their cheeks threaded through with fishing line.  
 
      
 
    The Fisher King was born. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    “Which way will the wind blow when the moon meets death?” 
 
      
 
    “Did you see what lies beyond life, Master Tarvonos?” 
 
    Aurelia nox Macedonos addressed Albus with an eagerness, for a child her age, more suited to questions of ponies or performers or, well, Albus wasn’t really sure. When he was that age, a similar look of curious delight occupied his face when confronted with a particularly fascinating book. But he was well acquainted with the fact that this was not typical. His stomach squirmed at the thought of having this in common with her. Or perhaps at the sight and smell of the small prawns Aurelia was consuming. He was quite sure she had chosen her meal with some purpose, though her radiant face gave away no such deviousness. 
 
    “I saw a strange sea, princess,” Albus said.  
 
    He had seen no such thing. Indeed, despite the serious nature of his self-inflicted brush with death, he had no recollection of anything beyond the itchiness and irritation he had felt inflaming his skin in the moments before he lost consciousness. But he sensed Aurelia nox Macedonos would not be enthralled by such meager truths.  
 
    He tucked the blanket—conveniently provided by the girl—around his legs, though he had no need of the warmth. The role of invalid had been offered to him in the form of tea, a cushioned swing under a canopy of gently fluttering leaves, and said blanket—a wooly sort, finely milled. And Albus had decided it was safer to accept that role than appear too vivacious and arouse suspicion. 
 
     The physician had pronounced him cured three days earlier. Her diagnoses had run a gamut, over the course of his recovery, between inflammation of the lungs, an excess of sea air, and an invisible spider bite, at least so Albus had ascertained between covert questions to the translator and Keleut’s observations, when the pirate was present. The physician had fussed over him with a variety of treatments—perhaps for all three ailments, he wasn’t quite certain—and then declared him capable of taking fresh air (seemingly in direct conflict with one of her diagnoses, but who was Albus to say) and sunshine in small doses. And so, in those three days, Albus had sojourned each afternoon in one of the private gardens in the Macedonos compound, and each day he had been visited by Aurelia. There was no sign that the twins or Keleut was particularly suspicious of his illness. But Albus had learned enough to know that if Aurelia wished him to think otherwise, she would do so exceedingly convincingly.  
 
    They had talked of many things in those three days. Small things, mostly. A few stories from her earliest memories. A conversation on dialects. But this was the first she had spoken of the incident that had almost killed him. 
 
    “A sea? Tell me more.” 
 
    “Yes, a strange sea, and even stranger blue lights.” Perhaps Albus was acquiring a taste for subterfuge. Or uncovering a hidden talent for the dramatic. Eska would hardly know him when they saw each other again. 
 
    If. He supposed that was an if.  
 
    The thought must have cast a shadow over his face, because Aurelia leaned closer from her perch on a folding chair opposite his swing. 
 
    “What is it, Master Tarvonos?” 
 
    Albus shook his head slightly and crinkled his forehead in a frown. “I’m not sure. It is difficult to put into words. At first, I simply lay on the surface of the sea. I expended no effort to stay afloat. There were no waves. The water was grey, but not in the dreary way of clouds.” He looked up from his hands and met Aurelia’s gaze. “It was peaceful.” 
 
    He waited, trying to gauge if he had overstepped the bounds of a story he was making up as he went.  
 
    “And the lights? How many? Were they far or close?” 
 
    “One at first. And then more, though now I cannot say whether they were great in number or few. They flickered, a little, but never went out.” Albus paused, to give his next words more gravity. “I think I could have floated there forever and been content.” 
 
    Preposterous. Albus’s notion of an afterlife—if he were to believe in such things—to be content with would involve an endless supply of knowledge, nothing more, nothing less. Certainly not a mindless existence. But most people wanted happy thoughts of eternity and promises of reunion with deceased loved ones. Not books.  
 
    Aurelia was quiet for a moment, her face pensive. “I suppose,” she said at last, “that the Twins would not have revealed themselves to you.” She smiled at Albus. “But I wish they had, if only so you could tell me of them.” 
 
    “Perhaps they did, princess, but my mind was too small to comprehend them.” 
 
    Oh, that was very good. Aurelia’s smile grew, but it was no longer for Albus. Still, he sensed he ought not to lay it on too thick. She had a sharp mind and would smell out deceit if he gave her the chance.  
 
    “I should like to know more about what you saw, Master Tarvonos. Perhaps even beyond what you can remember, if possible.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Albus said. His stomach gave a neat little twist, though not, he thought, due to the prawns this time. 
 
    “I would like to ask you to attempt dissolution.” 
 
    The words made no sense. 
 
    “I still don’t understand, princess.” 
 
    “That’s to be expected,” she said, smiling again. Sunlight streamed through the leaves above their heads. It made for a pretty picture—but Albus felt only a cold fear creep through his gut as she spoke. “Dissolution is a ritual, not unlike the cleanse you witnessed part of when you first arrived in Onaxos. It is an ancient thing and has been known by many names and has been completed to achieve many purposes. But for our purposes, you may think of it as a process by which you may achieve a new enlightenment, new understanding.” 
 
    “Understanding of what, exactly?” Albus tried to ask this with mild intellectual curiosity. He was rather afraid he sounded uncouth. It could be argued, he decided, that uncouth was better than terrified. 
 
    Aurelia gave a delicate shrug. The folds of her white robe shivered with the movement. “I am given to understand that this question could be answered in infinite ways. But in the most primitive sense, if we must condense it into such useless terms, life and death, Master Tarvonos.” 
 
    “And how does one achieve,” Albus hesitated over the word, “dissolution?” 
 
    Aurelia smiled. “I believe I’ll let those who know best show you.” 
 
    Show, as though Albus had already agreed to submit. 
 
    “Very well, princess, I will do this for you. But I will ask something of you in return.” Albus tried to keep his voice even, but he did not wait for her to accept his terms. He charged onward. “You will allow me to write a letter and see it dispatched.” 
 
    One corner of Aurelia’s mouth turned up, but then she demurred, giving a great sigh. “Dear Master Tarvonos, I should like to help you, but I do not think our friend Keleut would allow it. Surely you won’t ask me to assist you in circumventing her wishes. This is not the way to begin an alliance.” 
 
    Before that fateful day on the Anerrean Sea, before he had met a pirate named Keleut and played a game of lives and swords and riddles, Albus would have let the matter drop. But he was no longer that Albus Courtenay. That man might as well have died when he tried to bludgeon a pirate with a book.  
 
    “Do you want to know a secret?” 
 
    Aurelia cocked her head to one side. “I am very good with secrets, Master Tarvonos.” 
 
    Albus nodded. “I know. Which is why I will trust you with this.” He hesitated, looking across at her through his eyebrows. Her hands were clasped tight in her lap. Albus thought of the sea wall, of looking down at the sharks and chum in the water. Perhaps it was time he jumped.  
 
    “My name is not Tristan Tarvonos.” 
 
    As he was not particularly well acquainted with blindsiding unsuspecting prey, Albus had no way of knowing whether the expression on Aurelia nox Macedonos’s face should be considered a triumph or a mediocre result.  
 
    It wasn’t just her face, which had gone still, or her mouth, which had opened slightly, or even the crease in between her eyes—a thing Albus had not before seen on her young face. 
 
    It was the way her hands froze in her lap, the fingers of the right extended as though mid-gesture.  
 
    All in all, Albus supposed, it was a rather tame reaction, but given that Aurelia was typically as poised as an unseeing and unhearing marble statue, he supposed he had achieved the desired effect. The question remained as to whether it had been the right decision. 
 
    “You had better explain yourself.” 
 
    There was something childish in her voice, and hurt in her eyes. The words, though, were insistent. 
 
     “Of course, princess,” Albus murmured, if only to give himself a moment to think. Her eyes told him he didn’t have long. “I am no translator, though I have skill enough to convince the pirate.” Albus kept his eyes on Aurelia as he spoke, though not without some difficulty. They were very intent on burrowing somewhere under the pebbled surface of the stone garden where they sat. This was, to say the least, inconvenient. “When she set upon me at sea, she interrupted a journey of some,” Albus hesitated, “delicacy, and one which I could not, under any circumstances, disclose to her.” He waited, trying to read the girl’s face. The marble veneer had returned. “And so Master Tristan Tarvonos was born.” 
 
    As the lies passed from his lips, Albus did at last consider that there was little chance of him successfully juggling these stories between Keleut and Aurelia. Keleut, after all, knew exactly who he was. Tristan Tarvonos was a fiction of which she was laughably aware. But he had jumped in with the sharks. Swim or die. 
 
    “Tell me of this delicate journey.” 
 
    Ah. Right to it, then. Albus took a breath. 
 
    “I am a representative of the Varadome. I answer to those at the highest echelons of Arconian government.” 
 
    Really, these were quite thrilling lies he was weaving. 
 
    “I was traveling to Sandalese.” This, at least, was true. “On a diplomatic mission.” Decidedly not true. Albus waited again, desperately hoping she would respect diplomatic conventions and not press too deeply for more information. Not yet, at least.  
 
    Aurelia was quiet. Albus worked to wet his mouth without revealing that his tongue was as dry as a sack of flour. “And what am I to call you?” 
 
    “You may call me Arkadio de Ulyssey.” 
 
    There. It was done. Albus could feel the sharks circling. His stomach heaved. After all, one did not assume the identity of the eldest son of Sylvain de Ulyssey, closest confidant of the archduke of Arconia and third-most powerful man in the city, without anticipating certain consequences. 
 
    But it was de Ulyssey’s fault—and their mutual interest in the papers of Ardemis the Deceiver—that Albus had ever left home, so there was some, surely misplaced, satisfaction in that. 
 
    He attained further satisfaction from Aurelia’s latest expression. Thoughtful, composed, alert. And exhibiting no signs that the name of de Ulyssey was meaningless to her. He had been counting on that. Appearing important enough to remain among the living was rather near and dear to Albus’s heart in that moment.  
 
    “I can see why you might wish to hide your identity from the Seycherran,” Aurelia said. She smiled slightly, but it was a lesser copy of her usual knowing expression. She was, Albus reasoned, perhaps more unsettled than he had thought. “She is intent on the destruction of your city and would no doubt not hesitate to announce her vendetta with the timely execution of an important personage.” 
 
    Albus swallowed, his tongue seemingly too large for his mouth. “The question is,” he managed, “what you will do with this secret, princess?” 
 
    It was a two-layered question. There was the immediate to consider—would Aurelia cement her new alliance by offering up what she thought was a tasty prize to Keleut—but also the long view. Namely, could Albus save Arconia by giving the Macedonos twins a reason to reconsider their plans for renewing Onaxian domination of the Anerrean Sea.  
 
    A great number of adjectives crowded into Albus’s head at such a notion, each clamoring for attention. Farfetched. Outrageous. Preposterous. Harebrained. Yes, that’s the one Eska would have used. Albus wasn’t sure whether he wanted to laugh or cry. He was saved—barely—from either by Aurelia. 
 
    “You are my ally’s enemy. While the revenge that drives Keleut does not occupy my or my brother’s heart, I must respect my alliance.” 
 
    This was not a promising start. 
 
    “But my mother taught me the value of information. And you have just offered me a great deal of information. Not just the secret of your identity, my lord, but the secret of your diplomatic mission to Sandalese.” Aurelia leaned forward and put a hand on Albus’s. It was not a sensation he enjoyed, and he bit the inside of his cheek to keep from drawing away from her. “So I will keep your secrets, Arkadio de Ulyssey. For now.” 
 
    “And the letter?” Even he was quite impressed with the cool nonchalance with which he managed that question. It was, after all, the very reason he had taken this particular leap. Perhaps the real Arkadio de Ulyssey would be proud. After stabbing into Albus’s belly, no doubt. 
 
    Aurelia smiled her brilliant, winning smile, once more the benevolent, generous ruler. “It will be as you wish.” She squeezed his hand and then released it, settling back into her chair once more. “But I will tell my brother. You must understand, my lord. There are no secrets between us.” 
 
    “Of course, princess.” 
 
    “And you will first undergo the dissolution ceremony.” 
 
    Inconvenient, but not altogether unexpected. Albus offered his own smile. “I await it with an eager mind. The guise of Tristan Tarvonos was not all deceit. I trained as a scholar before turning to pursue my civic responsibilities.” Arkadio de Ulyssey was turning out to be quite fascinating. 
 
    Aurelia stood and leaned close. Albus held his breath. She touched two fingertips to the place where his heart beat—raced—in his chest. “Ah, but it is not your scholarly mind I want, my lord. It is what lies in here. Only in our hearts can we find true understanding.” 
 
    The words seeped into Albus—as though through her fingers like a chill. And then a small voice in his head, smaller than he would have liked, proclaimed the words nonsense.  
 
    “Very astute, princess,” he heard himself say. Or perhaps that was Arkadio’s smooth answer. Aurelia smiled. But Albus, though his eyes saw her face, was hardly aware. From a young age, Albus had possessed an understanding of himself—reader, thinker, not much for outdoor pastimes, quiet, observant, the opposite of mischievous. And then later, scholar, and all that word entailed, which was, in Albus’s mind, a great many things. But there in that moment, for the first time in his memory, as he pretended to be a man pretending to be another man, Albus Courtenay was suddenly gripped with the sort of uncertainty of self he had yet avoided in his life—that and the fear that he was changing, perhaps into something unrecognizable. The thought coiled his stomach into its most fiendish knot yet. 
 
    As such, in this rather preoccupied state, when Aurelia took him to a dome-shaped building, led him down a set of poorly lit stairs (down and down again), and then presented him to a pair of grey-robed women who proceeded to tell him to strip down and smear a questionable red paste over his body, Albus uttered not a word of protest—externally or internally. 
 
    Which resulted in him, within a matter of moments, red and pasty and slightly chilled, finding himself submerged in a vat of, well, he wasn’t really sure. Thick and viscous, slightly sticky, perhaps the texture of cooling fat that had not quiet gone solid but was well on its way. It was odorless, as far as Albus could tell, but decidedly tinged with yellow.  
 
    The sensation was not unpleasant. 
 
    Around Albus, the substance extended as far as the dark granite walls that sloped upward, mimicking the dome of the exterior far above at the surface. There was no telling how far it descended beneath him, though the primary source of light, curiously, seemed to be below, suffusing the chamber with a glow Albus found soothing. His body was settling into the substance at an angle, neither horizontal nor vertical, but somewhere in between that would not have been sustainable were it not for the matter’s ability to hold him there. Conveniently located such that he did not have to crane his neck to see it was a platform upon which the two women stood. Albus blinked at them.  
 
    “What is this place?” 
 
    He could not remember if he had been instructed to keep silent. Nor could he remember Aurelia leaving or where, precisely, his clothes had been discarded. 
 
    “You are in the House of Stone and Water,” one of the women intoned. 
 
    Which was not helpful, as answers went. 
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    “I am Stone.” 
 
    “And I am Water.” 
 
    “Oh.” Albus hesitated. “Am I meant to be doing something?” He addressed the one called Stone, who had spoken first.  
 
    “Do whatever feels natural.” That from Water. 
 
    Seeing as how none of what he was doing felt natural, this left Albus rather perplexed. He decided, after a brief assessment of the reasons for and against, to close his eyes. Yes. Natural. Surely. 
 
    He was about to open them again—just ever so slightly, what could be the harm in peeking—when the substance holding his body began to hum. 
 
    Were it water, he would have done his best to leap free. Alas, such a maneuver was not possible, though he did squirm about a bit. 
 
    “Be still.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” he asked, unsure which woman had spoken. 
 
    “What do you feel happening?” 
 
    He felt uncomfortable, that’s what. But no sooner had this thought harrumphed its way through his mind than he realized this was not exactly accurate.  
 
    The substance’s hum was, he began to understand, both a sound his ears could measure and a vibration felt against his skin. Which was, upon reflection, growing warmer. 
 
    He opened his eyes. “I feel this substance vibrating. Warming. What is it?” 
 
    “But what do you feel inside?” Stone answered, ignoring his question. 
 
    Albus frowned and began to say that he felt nothing, only this would have been a lie. 
 
    “I feel I am a child again,” he said quietly. The chamber seemed to swallow this answer. “Warm and dry after a rain storm. The hearth crackling.” He closed his eyes. “A woman singing.” 
 
    Ilena. 
 
    He had not thought of Ilena in a long time. But her voice came back to him clearly—not a particular song, no, but her voice, as strong and sweet as though she were there with him once more. Comforting a small boy. Giving him pieces of herself she could not afford to give. 
 
    She wasn’t there. Albus was under no delusions of that. And while the dissolution ceremony might be intended to reveal something of life and death, this was no vision of the afterlife, no glimpse of a dead woman’s spirit. This was memory. Searing, unshakeable, agonizing memory. 
 
    If not for the warmth of the substance in which he was suspended, Albus would have shivered, trembled, with the force of that memory. As it was, he pressed his eyelids tight together, but whether to ward off Ilena’s voice or clasp it close and preserve it within himself, he could not have said. 
 
    The vibration increased, the humming growing louder, and Albus was aware of a darkening outside his lids. He opened his eyes to see the chamber vanish—more so than it ought to at a simple dimming of a lantern or guttering of a flame. Panic leaped through his chest, but no sooner did he gasp in a shaky breath than it fled, as though from an invisible force, a surging presence that Albus would have named light and fury though the darkness did nothing more than settle about him—darkness and a calm born of something outside Albus. 
 
    The scholarly mind within Albus was fairly sure such a thing was impossible. Indeed, it protested strongly in this manner. And yet the protest was somehow muted, as though offered from a great distance. Albus listened to it, heard it, understood it, even, but found he was rather more fascinated by what it argued against than the sense it spoke. Eska would understand. Long had she tried to convince him that even the most orderly mind, even the scholar fortified in fact and evidence and logic, should cherish wonder. Perhaps he ought to have given her notion more credence. 
 
    It was in that moment—a pleasant moment in which thoughts of Eska mingled with the sensations around him—that Albus, with the sort of mildness one might reserve for an observation about the weather, noticed he could no longer feel his toes. Or fingers. Or the viscous substance encasing any of those appendages. 
 
    Odd. Decidedly odd. 
 
    “Perhaps I’ve died,” he mused. It seemed possible, certainly, though Albus was not one to believe one could be cognizant of one’s own death, much less wondering out loud about it.  
 
    “Do you wish to die?” 
 
    The voice that rang out in response did so with quiet authority. Neither male nor female, by any measure Albus possessed, and not belonging to Stone or Water, it seemed to emanate from somewhere below. Instinctually, Albus looked down—or he supposed he did, but once again his body seemed elsewhere, and he really could not have said if his neck moved at all. 
 
    “No,” Albus said. “Not yet, at least.” 
 
    “If you wish it,” the voice said, “I can grant you death.” 
 
    “That would be unnecessary. I make no claim to immortality and accept that death will find me in time.” 
 
    A moment of silence. Then: “You are wise. Most who appear before me fear death.” 
 
    “Before you? Am I? I confess I can’t see you.” 
 
    The voice laughed, an enormously pleasant sound. “I should hope not. It wouldn’t go well for you.” 
 
    “May I ask your name?” As he ventured the question, Albus was aware for the first time that he probably ought to be very frightened. Again, this thought passed as though a bird flying at a far height—observable, noticeable, but altogether unremarkable and without impact.  
 
    “You don’t know it already?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t.” 
 
    The silence was longer this time, though this was not discomfiting.  
 
    At last, the voice said, “Then I think I won’t burden you with it.” 
 
    How delightfully curious. Albus said as much. 
 
    The laugh again, followed by, “I’m glad you think so.” 
 
    “I’m a scholar,” Albus said. “It is my nature to be curious. I shall be pondering these moments for a very long time, I think. But, if we’re being honest, I’m not entirely sure why I’m here. Well, I know why I’m here, but not what I’m meant to be doing or what this is meant to achieve.” 
 
    “Why are you here, then?” 
 
    “Ah, see,” Albus said, suddenly and thoroughly aware, for reasons he could not name, that he would not be able to lie, “I need to write a letter. And this was the price.” 
 
    “I don’t remember the last time I was used in a bargain.” The tone behind this was undeniably one of amusement. “Tell me more about this letter.” A pause, and then, as though the voice could understand something of Albus’s mind, “It’s quite safe, I can promise that.” 
 
    Albus took a breath, though he had no sensation of doing so. “The letter is to a friend.” 
 
    “Aren’t most?” The laugh was hidden away, like a smile behind a veil. 
 
    “I suppose, but most friends aren’t like this friend,” Albus said. “Which makes all the difference in the world.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “It could save very many lives.” 
 
    “Are these lives worth saving?” 
 
    “Aren’t most?” 
 
    Though no sound came, Albus would have sworn he felt the smile. 
 
    “Please don’t take this as disappointment, this has been a fascinating experience, but am I not meant to be finding enlightenment?”  
 
    “Enlightenment? Is that what they told you? Well,” a pause, “I suppose that does happen for those who are desperate for such things. But enlightenment is different for every being. Those who ask such meaningless questions are easily appeased.” 
 
    “What question, then, should I ask of you?” 
 
    The silence that followed could have stretched on for a lifetime. Or it could have been no longer than a heartbeat pattering through Albus’s chest. 
 
    “You should ask me which way the wind will blow when the moon meets death.” 
 
    There was something new in the voice then, something stark and solemn.  
 
    “That’s…very specific,” Albus said. “And, frankly, impractical, as far as questions go.” 
 
    No answer. No smile. 
 
    And Albus knew what was expected of him. Knew it as surely as he knew the number of grey hairs growing just over his left ear (four, in fact). 
 
    So he asked. 
 
    “Which way will the wind blow when the moon meets death?” 
 
    The smile returned. 
 
    “South.” 
 
    Curious, indeed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    “You will be the spark that sets a fire, but with no way to contain the smoke.” 
 
      
 
    “Will he die?” 
 
    Eska knelt next to the still, stinking form of Casimir San-Voria, unwilling to leave his side even as Nadezha and three other figures had swept through the grass, Cedo trotting at their heels, and taken up positions around the sick man—not before, no, not before the matriarch of Wind at Dawn glanced at the staff on the ground next to Eska. There was a covetousness, a possessiveness in that glance, but the moment had passed swiftly, for which Eska supposed she ought to be grateful. After all, the matriarch could easily have claimed the staff and abandoned San-Voria where he had fallen, leaving Eska as a solitary witness to the death that would have followed. 
 
    Eska watched now as Nadezha, ignoring Eska’s question, felt San-Voria’s pulse and pinched one earlobe. The matriarch then withdrew a roll of thin leather from a pouch at her belt. She unrolled it across one thigh to reveal a series of small needles. After selecting one, she reached into the pouch once more for a clay vessel the size of her thumb. Prying free the waxy lid, Nadezha stuck the needle into whatever the vessel contained and then, with steady hands, poked the needle into San-Voria’s neck as though he were no more than a piece of leather for stitching. 
 
    “Will he die?” Eska repeated, her eyes on Nadezha’s face.  
 
    It was, perhaps, a poor question, or at least not one she could rightfully expect the matriarch to have an answer to. The antidote could be expected to work, but there was no telling if the illness San-Voria had been masking would hinder it—or if the affliction had damaged him beyond recovery. 
 
    Nadezha’s gaze shifted to Eska’s face. “Time,” she said, by way of answer. And with that, the matriarch allowed her attention to be fully claimed by the staff of Mihaela.  
 
    Rising to her feet, she walked around Eska until the curved bone lay at her feet. Her companions watched with eyes holding an agonizing mixture of apprehension and hope. Sensing this, Nadezha spoke softly to them, and without complaint or response, they picked up Casimir San-Voria and began to carry him in the direction of the encampment. Cedo lingered, but a raised eyebrow from the matriarch sent him off with more docile acceptance than Eska had expected.  
 
    Nadezha waited until the sounds of their retreat faded to nothing, then crouched next to Eska, her gaze fixed once more on the staff. 
 
    “There’s no going back if you take that in your hands, is there,” Eska said. The other woman glanced at her. “You will be the spark that sets a fire, but with no way to contain the smoke.” The words were meaningless to Nadezha, of course, but Eska could see the translation in her eyes. And yet the hesitation there was not born from fear or a loss of resolve. No, Eska saw only thoughtful contemplation.  
 
    Nadezha looked up, her gaze taking in the moon and the stars and the silent scuttling clouds, then the grass and the darkness and the earth, as though committing the moment to memory, this moment when the world was still the same, and then she reached out with one hand and grasped the smooth white bone. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Which is not to say, exactly, that Eska expected anything. But it had seemed a moment full of portent and possibility—and yet the grass only sighed around them and the stars did absolutely nothing at all, as stars are wont to do. 
 
    Nadezha stood. Eska mirrored her movement. The matriarch’s other hand came to rest below the first, the hammered bands of gold framing her grip. The faint rattle sounded from within once more as the staff shifted, and Eska caught a slight narrowing of her gaze. And then Nadezha was beckoning Eska to follow as she strode through the grass to return to her people. 
 
    The encampment slept yet. A dog nosed its way across the well-trod ground, tail wagging lazily back and forth as it followed a scent toward the river. Whatever it smelled was of far more interest than two women appearing out of the night. In the distance, a single figure, nothing more than a grey shape, poked at the fire pit, revealing hot coals beneath sleeping ash.  
 
    Nadezha led Eska to her tent. Within, her three Vardini companions watched over Casimir San-Voria. The man had been stripped from his sweat-soaked garments and covered with patterned wool blankets. The pale skin showing just below his neck glistened with an unnatural grey sheen. The matriarch murmured quietly to one attendant, who nodded and rushed out of the tent as Nadezha turned to a large woven basket beside the furs and blankets that made up her bed. Eska hovered uselessly, torn between looking after San-Voria, for whom she could do nothing, and watching Nadezha, who had no need for her attention. In the end, Nadezha decided for Eska. 
 
    The matriarch first removed from the basket a loop of beads longer than Eska’s arm and draped it around her neck twice. She then pulled a delicate silver chain free from a leather pouch—the matriarch’s chain. 
 
    Nadezha fastened it to her earrings without ceremony, her fingers sure and steady, her face composed, if a little tight. But the faces of the two other Vardini present told Eska what she needed to know—this was the first time Nadezha adorned herself with the symbol of her authority, the first time she would step forth in front of her people without deference to the woman she replaced. 
 
    She took up the staff once more and moved to the tent flap. Eska made to follow, but Nadezha drew up short and looked over her shoulder. 
 
    “Stay.” 
 
    The command was practical, Eska knew. She, the prisoner awaiting her trial, was meant to be ill, incapacitated. There was no room for her in what was to come. And with the other Vardini women rising to accompany their matriarch, there would be no one left to sit with San-Voria. Eska understood this, did not argue. She gave a nod and watched as Nadezha slipped into the growing light of morning, light that, regardless of outcome, would shine on a land of grass changed that day. 
 
    But just because Eska was meant to remain did not mean she could not awkwardly poke her head out of the tent—which she did the moment she judged Nadezha to be some distance away. 
 
    Indeed, the matriarch was out of sight, the people of the two clans stirring here and there. No eyes strayed to catch sight of Eska’s face tucked between thick hides, but the growing scent of food soon had the Vardini making their way toward the river, where the great cooking pots no doubt steamed and sizzled. Eska felt her stomach rumble slightly and reluctantly turned away from the sunlight to rummage in Nadezha’s tent for sustenance, which she found in the form of day-old flatbread and dried meat she took to be antelope. This she chewed with determination, her jaw protesting the work, as she checked San-Voria for any signs of waking—or death, she supposed, still unsure which was more likely.  
 
    As such, she was rather preoccupied with grinding the antelope meat into submission when the wind came. 
 
    Subtle at first, a gentle breeze that slid through the gap in the entrance, then rippled over the hides forming the roof of the structure. Only when the flap snapped open and closed again did Eska even notice. This happened twice more in quick succession, the last ushering in a gust strong enough to lift Eska’s hair from her neck and give a blanket aspirations of flight. Alert now, Eska straightened from patting at some of the sweat on San-Voria’s forehead and frowned at the disruptive air as the growing wind continued to do battle against the tent walls.  
 
    Eska looked over at San-Voria’s pale face. “My apologies, Master Crow,” she said. “But I imagine you’d be rather cross with me if I couldn’t give you a detailed account of this when you wake.” And then she was gone, slipping from the tent, her curiosity far too demanding to be ignored.  
 
    Slipping from the tent was one thing. Moving beyond that was quite another, Eska quickly discovered. 
 
    Winds buffeted her from every direction, lashing her hair against her face, stranding her as though between competing tides, each threatening to swallow her, each saving her from the harsh grip of the other. Steadying herself as best she could, Eska peeked from behind her raised forearm. Around her, the hide structures rippled in sharp bursts, the wind whistling through each and every opening. Debris tumbled this way and that. A few Vardini moved cautiously toward the river, arms tight around each other as they fought against the angry gales. Eska followed. Overhead, the sky was unnervingly blue, quiet even. A flock of birds passed over, wings spread on calm currents, unbothered by the storm raging in the grass below. Ahead, the Vardini had gathered, their backs to Eska, blocking whatever commanded their attention—and the air—from her sight. 
 
    The crowd was too heavy to be wormed through, nor were they likely to appreciate any effort Eska made to do so. She scanned her surroundings, searching for anything that might offer her a better vantage point. There. A particularly ornery piebald horse, his nose thrust into the grass, just on the other side of the ropes containing the horses—the rest of which seemed to be exhibiting more sense, having grouped together against the winds as far from the commotion as their boundary would allow.  
 
    “We meet again,” Eska said after crossing the distance and slipping under the rope. The horse continued chomping. “Better that grass than my skin, I suppose.” And with that, Eska grasped the thick black mane and, with all the confidence of the horse tamer she was not, vaulted onto the horse’s back. 
 
    It was considerably less gracefully done than such a word implies, but she did manage to avoid tipping over the other side, and when she found her balance, breath clenched somewhere in her throat as she waited for the horse to protest, she was rewarded with, if not a good view, at least a glimpse of the curved hook of the white bone staff. Logic dictated she would find Nadezha where she found the staff—and Eska did. But not Nadezha as she had last seen the matriarch. 
 
    Beneath Eska, the horse lurched to attention, head and neck coming up, ears twitching as he assessed the uninvited weight on his back. Eska inhaled, making a quick calculation of the chance she could hold on if the horse decided he was feeling ornery. The math was not in her favor, of this she had no doubt. But only half her mind was preparing for the eventuality of being tossed—painfully—to the ground as she absentmindedly patted the horse’s neck. The other half was consumed by what she saw. 
 
    The Wind at Dawn matriarch was aloft. 
 
    Not very high, but seeing as none of her was touching the ground, the exact height of the feat did not seem important to Eska. 
 
    Nadezha’s eyes were closed, the staff in one hand, the other arm outstretched. The winds that tore at the Vardini around her did little more than caress her clothes and hair—and support her, Eska supposed, though whatever current flowed beneath her feet was invisible. A leap of logic, that such a current existed, and yet it was abundantly clear Nadezha was responsible for the windstorm. 
 
    The horse shifted beneath Eska, reminding her of her precarious position. She glanced down for long enough to see its ears twitch. Behind her, she could hear the swishing of its tail—though whether in an effort to fend off flies or in an expression of annoyance, she was not prepared to say. 
 
    “I don’t like it any more than you do, I promise,” Eska murmured. If her voice was soothing, the horse did not let on. For the moment, though, his stomach seemed to be reigning over all else. 
 
    And then Nadezha began to speak, and Eska forgot about the horse. 
 
    She couldn’t understand the words, of course. But she didn’t need to. The intent was clear enough—from the determined set of the matriarch’s jaw, from the fierce intensity smoldering deep in her eyes, from the way she cast her gaze across the assembled Vardini, her people. In that face, Eska saw both conqueror and mother. 
 
    Her vocabulary lessons with Cedo gave her a few stepping stones upon which she could follow the flow of Nadezha’s speech. She caught the Vardini words for people, moon, grass, and life easily enough, and the name Mihaela was like a beacon surging through the wind. Eska imagined the young matriarch spoke of the staff as a gift, a herald of destiny and purpose, a path to a future the great Mihaela had died for.  
 
    Or something of that nature. Perhaps Eska’s imagination exaggerated. Perhaps she was too caught up in the moment and the emotion surging through Nadezha’s rich, vibrant voice to assess the speech with indifference.  
 
    It was only when she heard the word for moon repeated that Eska noticed the crescent moon hanging in the pale blue morning sky—conveniently placed just above Nadezha and the staff.  
 
    “Clever,” Eska murmured. There was no accident here. The young woman had planned her moment with care. 
 
    The name Mihaela came again, accompanied by a wide, expansive gesture, the bone staff sweeping over the heads of the Vardini, bands of hammered gold flashing in the new sun. Eska saw Nadezha point toward the Sun Behind the Grass matriarch, saw her point to her own chain of silver, and then her voice carried with new vigor, and Eska had no doubt she spoke of senseless feuds and old grudges, of the burden of hatred and the chains of jealousy, punctuated by invocations Eska snatched as they came to her—of the moon and the grass and the mothers who came before. With a flourish and final appeal to Mihaela, Nadezha fell silent, chest rising and falling as though her ribs could not contain the future she promised. The winds had the last say, whispering and raging with equal urgency. 
 
    It was well spoken. Or so, at least, Eska liked to think. Perhaps Nadezha was not the orator Eska credited her as. But there was no denying the power of her voice and even of the words that fell on Eska’s ignorant ears. The call had been made. Fierce and bright. The kind that inspires loyalty and pride and hope. A clarion waiting to be taken up. 
 
    What followed was none of those things. What followed was a shattering, of promises, of ambition, of belief.  
 
    There was silence, and then there was chaos.  
 
    It was difficult, later, to say how it began. Perhaps it was the voice, anonymous, shouting two words Eska could not understand but the meaning of which was writ clear enough in the scorn and the fear and the anger in the voice. Perhaps it was the nocking of an arrow to a string—a single arrow followed closely by a second. Perhaps it was the burst of wind lashing out from Nadezha’s staff, strong enough for even Eska to feel its sting. Or perhaps it was all of those things at once.  
 
    Eska had never seen a crowd turn quite so quickly. She saw the Sun Behind the Grass matriarch shouting, saw arrows fly only to bounce harmlessly off the shell of wind swirling around Nadezha. She saw faces contorted in accusation, saw men and women converge on the young matriarch—Wind at Dawn, Sun Behind the Grass, it mattered not. She saw perhaps nine or ten figures rush to Nadezha’s defense. So few. She saw children reach for stones, their small voices as vicious as those of their mothers and fathers. 
 
    And through Eska’s horrified and helpless fascination, a clear thought came to her: it was time to go. 
 
    Leaping as neatly off the piebald horse as she could, Eska darted away from his suddenly interested teeth and wound her way back toward Nadezha’s tent. She had little in the way of things to gather—nothing, really—but she was not about to leave Casimir San-Voria to wake up to whatever was left in the aftermath of Nadezha’s disaster. Though he was well known to the Vardini, she could imagine he would be just as at risk as she was—an outsider, a prime target for wrath and misplaced vengeance.  
 
    The man from Parnaxes was, unfortunately, well and truly lost to whatever dreams his mind had conjured, leaving Eska to contemplate—all while attempting not to be overly concerned about the rising sounds of violence outside the confines of the matriarch’s tent—how she was meant to rescue him. She could start by dressing him, a cumbersome affair, to be sure. Eska shed him of the blankets and began to work his trousers up his pale legs—was he sweating less?—and his fur-trimmed boots onto his feet. 
 
    The snap of the tent flap made Eska whirl around, ready to defend herself with whatever she might be able to lay her hands on, but the sight of Cedo’s small face brought her up short. 
 
    For a moment, they stood face to face, each waiting for the other, each unsure, and then Cedo grinned and thrust the hides farther aside to reveal a familiar black and white face—the piebald horse, tranquil under a saddle, head drooping as though he might take a nap. 
 
    Eska smiled but then gestured back at San-Voria. “I can’t leave him. I won’t.” 
 
    Cedo’s nose crinkled as he assessed San-Voria’s prone form. Then, with a small shrug, he nodded, as though this were entirely acceptable and not at all unexpected.  
 
    Eska poked her head outside the entrance. The bulk of the commotion was still centered on the place Nadezha had chosen for her fateful speech. Only a few Vardini had fled, and these paid no mind to a piebald horse and a small boy sticking their noses into a tent. 
 
    Hurrying now, Eska returned to San-Voria and stuffed his arms one after the other into his heavy brocaded jacket—no time for his other layers, he would have to forgive her later—and then pushed him into a sitting position. This movement caused him to moan, which Eska would have been delighted to hear if she weren’t working so hard to keep him from lolling over on his side.  
 
    “You know, if you were a crow, you could just fly out of here,” Eska muttered. A bead of sweat threatened to drip into her eye, and as she reached up to brush it away, she heard Cedo give a command—and looked up in astonishment as the horse, now fully within the tent, knelt on its front legs and then slowly lowered its hindquarters to the ground. Cedo smiled. 
 
    Eska laughed. “That’s a good trick.” The horse snorted. 
 
    The task was still a challenge, but after a great deal of ungainly shoving and indecorous lifting, Cedo and Eska had managed to heave San-Voria’s right leg over the horse’s back and balance him precariously against the horse’s neck. Cedo mimed that Eska should climb on behind him and keep him steady, which caused Eska to raise her eyebrows. Cedo nodded sternly, which reminded Eska that she really ought not to question a boy born and bred around horses on such things, even if he was a child.  
 
    Eska did as she was told, perching herself behind San-Voria’s bulk and placing her arms around him as though this would keep both of them from tumbling to the ground should his body decide to heed gravity. 
 
    Cedo spoke again and clucked his tongue—and the horse stood. 
 
    It was not so smooth as that. The movement was dreadfully jerky, and Eska lurched sideways as the rear legs straightened, but just as suddenly as it started, it was over, and the top of Eska’s head was brushing against the bone supports holding the hides aloft. Ducking as low as she could—and pushing San-Voria’s head awkwardly into the horse’s black mane—Eska succeeded in not being scraped off as Cedo led the horse from the hide structure. 
 
    Smoke. Screams. The brightness of morning marred by destruction. A woman raced past, intent on escaping whatever madness lay behind her. Eska looked down at Cedo, who was staring toward the river. 
 
    “Cedo. Come with me.” Eska waited until he looked up at her, then held out her hand, making her words clear. “I can keep you—” She broke off. Safe? That was the word on her lips, but promising such was foolish. Nor could she say with any certainty that taking him from his home was right—not even if that home was crumbling before their very eyes. Surely the chaos would diminish. Surely Sun Behind the Grass would assert its dominance, restore peace.  
 
    And yet Eska knew such things were far from sure. Whatever the young matriarch had unleashed that day, the consequences were likely to ripple out in unpredictable ways. And the boy had no parents. No family to look after him. 
 
    Eska glanced up, saw the smoke had deepened in color. Saw a cluster of warriors emerge from behind a distant tent. It was only a matter of time before someone remembered the strange woman who was meant to die for her crimes, an easy scapegoat. 
 
    “Cedo,” Eska said, urgently now. But she needn’t have bothered. The boy was smiling up at her. Not that gleeful smile she had come to know. But one of sadness, the sort of smile that should never be seen on a child’s face. He nodded. And then he raced off, which came as something of a surprise, but, then, Eska supposed the piebald horse was already carrying a great deal. She urged the horse to follow the swift boy. He led them between deserted homes, snatching a basket from the entrance of one and a pair of water skins from an antler hook outside another. He even went so far as to disappear into a third hide structure—perhaps his own, Eska could not be sure—and emerge a few moments later with a bundle of items clutched in his arms and a blanket falling over one shoulder. As Eska watched, unable to help in her position as San-Voria’s harness, the blanket began to slip from wherever it was loosely held. Cedo snatched at the wool with his teeth to stop its fall and grinned up at Eska. One by one, they tucked the objects into whatever nooks and crannies they could find, the blanket resting between Eska’s stomach and San-Voria’s back, a cloth-wrapped packet of dried meat stuck in one of her pockets and one of the empty skins in another. Eska offered to take the basket, though she really didn’t have anywhere to put it, but Cedo shook his head and lofted it onto one shoulder, his small arm holding it up. By this point, as the noises of chaos surged around them and shouts were now distinct threats rather than distant sounds, Eska knew she did not have the time to argue. She gave the boy a nod, and he set off at a steady jog, taking them past the outskirts of the encampment and then beyond the perimeter and at last into the embrace of the grass. 
 
    Eska took one last look over her shoulder, wondering what would become of Nadezha, if she had not been trampled to death already. With a start, Eska realized she might never know. Such things came to pass, with or without witnesses, and Eska was but a passing memory in that tall grass, nothing more than a whisper lost in the winds that had swept over those lands for as long as there had been light in the sky. 
 
    When they had traveled a safe distance away—far enough that only the blur of smoke served as a reminder of what lay behind—Cedo stopped and turned to face Eska, a question in his eyes. He gestured, pointing first to his left and then right and lastly over his shoulder.  
 
    East. West. North. 
 
    She had her answer, though she had not formed it as words in her mind.  
 
    “East,” she said, pointing to her right. 
 
    Yes, east toward the triad of Velsperg. East toward the kingdom of Skagenskor and then north to the great moors and mountains beyond. Because somewhere in those moors and icy alpine lakes nestled a small land called Sandalese—and the smallest of its small provinces was known as Altiere, Albus’s destination. 
 
    Perhaps she ought to have turned back. She had no money, few supplies, and had acquired the burden of a small child and a sick man. She had her uncle’s welfare, and that of the Firenzia Company employees, to look after. Anderra would welcome her, give her safe harbor. Frantzisko would be glad enough for the opportunity to offer a charming rebuke for her insistence on doing a man’s work. 
 
    But there was a godforged in Altiere. Or the possibility of one. And she was Eska de Caraval, head of the finest archaeological company in the Seven Cities—no, in the world. If she believed in destinies, she would be quite certain hers lay with the godforged. 
 
    East, then.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    “Now jump.” 
 
      
 
    As ambushes go, it was a professional affair. 
 
    Not that such was surprising. The Grey Eagles might not be members of the uppermost echelon of mercenary forces roaming the continent—one had to part with outrageous sums of money to acquire the services of those two or three truly elite groups—but they were seasoned soldiers, with years of craft sharpening their wits and blades. And while they might profess loyalty to Ramses Tukhamon, it was likely not lost on more than a few ambitious members of their ranks that if their captain did not survive the skirmish to come, a certain amount of daring and flair and well-executed maneuvers would no doubt garner a vote or two in the election that would follow—not that any would speak so garishly about the future. It would be Tukhamon this and Tukhamon that, and captain, my captain, and a great deal of oathmaking and promises of sacrifice and so on. Until the captain they professed to love breathed his last—perhaps not even his last. 
 
    Professional, yes, in both the method and place chosen. Which is to say, Sascha saw it coming the moment he saw the overturned cart. 
 
    “Arch-Commander.” 
 
    Captain Jolie Colombial saw it too. Or at least the possibility of it. Sascha looked to his right where the captain rode and saw Colombial’s gaze rapidly scan the bridge, the cart, and the surroundings—the grove of oaks just there, the tall reeds lining the banks of the swift, rushing river. But most of all, the captain fixed his attention on the old man bemoaning the fate of his plums and peaches, which were currently strewn in a bruised and juicy mess across the stones of the bridge. The culprit was a broken wheel, which had sent the cart careening over onto its side. Conveniently blocking the width of the bridge, of course.  
 
    “Could be a ruse, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    “Certainly,” Sascha said. He had not quite worked out in his mind how to play this moment. It was not in his nature to be foolish, and his men knew it. And yet Sascha very much wanted whatever trap the Eagles had set to be sprung. “But perhaps we might not be too hasty in our conclusions, Captain. The poor man has lost his harvest.” 
 
    Which was true enough. The old man, on his knees amid his peaches, one fist beating his thigh in a mournful sort of way, did not have the look of a soldier. He was wiry and weathered, which tilted the scale not at all, but it was the lute that convinced Sascha. Flung from the driver’s bench at the moment of impact, it lay perilously close to the disgruntled donkey’s hooves. This was no mercenary prop. This was a small joy in a simple life, a companion for the road. A true farmer, then, either paid for his performance and his harvest or—and this seemed the likelier given that the Grey Eagles were not particularly acclaimed for possessing a noble creed—an unfortunate casualty, in the wrong place at the wrong time, a pawn unknowingly used by cruel men.  
 
    Let it be said, then, that Alexandre de Minos, Arch-Commander of Arconia, was captured due to an excess of compassion. He could live with that. 
 
    “I’ll go.” 
 
    Sascha swung down off his horse before Colombial could object, knowing full well the captain would keep the forthcoming objection to himself once Sascha was moving.  
 
    He might have been expected to remain mounted, indeed, could just as easily speak to the farmer from that vantage point, but Sascha wanted to be less than capable of a quick retreat. More than that, moving forward on foot separated him from his spear, secure to his saddle, and Sascha had no intention of letting the prized weapon be claimed by a Grey Eagle. Not that he was advancing unarmed. The sword at his belt would keep him alive. 
 
    Sascha approached the farmer, who rose to his feet with guarded eyes, one hand reaching for his donkey—as much to calm himself, Sascha thought, as the uneasy beast of burden. 
 
    “Peace, friend,” Sascha called out, slowing his steps. “Can we offer you assistance? My men can right your cart.” 
 
     The farmer’s gaze swept over Sascha, taking in the military insignia, then darted to the array of soldiers beyond the span of the bridge. “It’s broken, my lord,” he murmured, his voice caught in the gurgling current of the river below. “Even if we get it upright, it won’t roll.” He gestured aimlessly toward the right rear wheel, crushed now between the weight of the cart and the unyielding stones. Whatever the initial damage had been, a cracked spindle or two, perhaps, the crash had exacerbated it beyond repair.  
 
    “I see,” Sascha said. “Is your orchard nearby? Do you have a spare wheel?” 
 
    The man shook his head, his eyes seeking the comforting familiarity of his donkey’s neck. “That was the spare. Haven’t had the coin to afford a new one, and that bastard Rasparin won’t trade for it.” His hand curled into a fist in the donkey’s short mane, and his voice grew bitter. “And now my fruit will fill the bellies of soldiers or rot in the sun, and I’ll go home empty-handed.” He swallowed. “Forgive me, my lord,” he said, his voice trailing away.  
 
    Sascha felt something in his chest harden—something that would very much like to reach out and throttle Ramses Tukhamon and any other Grey Eagles he laid eyes on. The farmer took half a step backward, and Sascha quickly settled his features. “What is your name, friend?” 
 
    The farmer hesitated, his gaze flickering once more to the soldiers behind Sascha. “Silfredo, my lord. Silfredo Lavelle.” 
 
    Sascha moved closer and went to one knee amid the fruit. He picked up a battered peach and brought it close to his nose, inhaling the sweet scent. “This is a fine piece of fruit, Silfredo,” Sascha said, looking up. He rose from the stones. “I will do what I can to ensure you do not leave here empty-handed.” 
 
    And he would have. In happier circumstances, Sascha would have tasked his soldiers with collecting whatever fruit might be salvageable and doing what they could to repair the cart. And he would have sent the farmer home with enough coin to cover his lost crop.  
 
    But an ambush was not the sort of place for happy circumstances.  
 
    A heron burst from the reeds, white feathers flashing, elegant wings carrying it over Sascha’s head—and the Grey Eagles broke cover, swarming from thickets of tangled bushes, their rallying cries spiraling into the blue skies above.  
 
    Shouts. Orders. Men scrambling. Colombial’s steady voice. Swords drawn. Ranks formed. 
 
    The Eagles would be to the rear as well, Sascha knew. Penning his company in with their larger numbers. He did not look back. There was little point. In front of him, Silfredo gaped, his face not yet registering fear, and beyond, at the far end of the narrow bridge, eight, perhaps more, Eagles advanced with a bristling wall of swords.  
 
    Sascha stepped close to the farmer, clapping one hand on his shoulder and forcing the older man to look him in the eye. “Take this,” Sascha said, pressing a small coin purse into the man’s unresponsive hands. He waited until Silfredo’s fingers at last closed around the pouch. “Now jump.” The man sputtered in reply, but Sascha steered him toward the short wall, one eye on the snarling Eagles—twenty paces away. Fifteen. Ten. “Jump,” Sascha shouted, one hand reaching for his sword. 
 
    He spun, his steel meeting and turning aside the first blade aimed for his heart. Behind him, he heard the scrape of leather shoe against stone—and then a splash that warmed his heart. At least Silfredo Lavelle would live. 
 
    Sascha parried two more strikes, the narrow width of the bridge and the overturned cart helping to keep his attackers from swarming over him. The donkey brayed in fright and offered a helpful kick, sending an Eagle to her knees, hands clutching her ribs in distress. Another parry followed by a feint to his left and a quick reversal, allowing Sascha to isolate one Eagle just long enough to bring his sword down in a flesh-rending arc, detaching most of the man’s arm at the shoulder. A shape loomed from the left—and was met with the full force of Sascha’s armored left arm, thrust out in a strike designed to break noses, which it achieved in a smattering of blood. 
 
    Two down, three if one counted the donkey’s victim. Three more circled Sascha, warier now in the wake of their companions’ various states of injury. Two lingered behind the cart. 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” Sascha asked, taking care to snarl suitably. 
 
    He was not in the habit of idly chatting with his opponents, nor asking such preening questions designed to satisfy his pride. But if they didn’t decide it was in their interest to take the arch-commander of Arconia alive, he would have to kill them all and forfeit his opportunity to infiltrate Tukhamon’s schemes. 
 
    Behind Sascha, the sounds of battle were but a quiet roar. He didn’t need to look to know that Captain Colombial would be using every one of his prodigious skills to reach Sascha. This would not do. 
 
    “Don’t know, don’t care,” shouted a Grey Eagle in passable Bellaran. This was followed with a wild swing at Sascha’s head, easily dodged. Sascha returned the favor, taking advantage of the man’s offset balance to drag his blade across the back of the Eagle’s knee, severing the tendons. Screaming, the man fell to the bridge, his kneecaps cracking on the stone, the plums, for all their plumpness, failing to offer any cushion. 
 
    “I am Alexandre de Minos, Arch-Commander of Arconia. I’m worth twenty years of your pay.” 
 
    The sum was pulled out of thin air. Sascha could not say with any certainty what a Grey Eagle might be expected to earn in twenty years, if he or she lived that long, but precision mattered little. It was gold that mattered. And Sascha was willing to bet his life on that.  
 
    The remaining two—who could be forgiven for indulging briefly in a dream that involved them sharing out a staggering ransom between them (they did not, understandably, include the two Eagles who had yet to breach the cart barricade, and why should they?)—shared a glance at the precise moment Sascha heard horse hooves clatter to a halt behind him.  
 
    “We want him alive,” Ramses Tukhamon said, his voice a growl of triumph.  
 
    Indeed. 
 
    The indignity that followed was designed to humiliate.  
 
    First, though, Sascha had to force himself to pretend to fight his way free—his clumsiest action with a weapon since he was a cadet on the training grounds of the Watch. If Cyrus were there, he would have laughed. Instead, the Eagles pounced, and Sascha was stripped of his sword and sent to his knees with a flurry of unarmed blows.  
 
    He made no move to defend himself, seizing the moment to catch a glimpse of the remainder of his company. There—retreating slowly in small but organized cohorts, forced back by the mercenary company’s superior numbers. Jolie Colombial was a storm of rage astride his horse, still trying to reach his commander, still dealing killing blows to unfortunate Eagles who wandered too close, but faced with a wall of shields five Eagles deep. 
 
    And then Ramses Tukhamon was in Sascha’s face, cutting off all view of the Arconian forces, his breath hot and his eyes gleaming, Sascha’s sword in one hand, a fistful of the collar of Sascha’s military coat in the other.  
 
    “I almost thought you were clever beneath all this plumage, Arch-Commander,” he said. “My mistake.” And then Tukhamon did Sascha the favor of connecting fist and jaw, which saved Sascha, due to his vision swimming suddenly with bursts of white light and his feet being fairly certain they were ensconced in heaving jelly, from having to adopt a defeated air when Tukhamon yanked him to his feet and bundled him into the waiting arms of the two Eagles who would forever more lay claim to bringing down the famed Silentspear, the Scourge of Eduin.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    “You forget, I excel most at mistakes and small fires.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you really expect me to believe you have not solved that particular question?” 
 
    Manon watched the golden skull all while chiding herself for trying to read behind Cyprian’s words, as though the mask might at long last betray something. In the days since they had left Verdienne—the city a quiet shell, its people silent sentinels of ruin watching them go with empty eyes, a brute with Captain Lumero’s blood on his hands authorized to keep their fear burning—the Fisher King had kept to himself. Riding at the front of their party, vanishing at night after a resting place was resolved upon and returning at dawn. Manon supposed he slept, if only because to suppose otherwise was difficult to contemplate, even knowing he had been dead for centuries. She wondered if he removed the mask, if there was a face beneath it that he surrendered to moonlight and the sound of owl wings in the dark. 
 
    “I do not wish to make assumptions. That seems unwise,” Manon answered. She had been beckoned forward that morning, then left to ride in silence beside his dark bulk until he deigned to speak. Behind them, the rest kept their distance—Luca most of all, lurking at the rear, his hood drawn up against the drizzle. Between Manon and the hunter rode three others, followers of the proxy left in Verdienne, variations on each other—cold of face, long of steel, and with cruelty in their eyes. Luca had whispered to Manon, as Verdienne and the sound of the sea faded over the northern horizon, that Vincenzo had named them among the city’s vilest criminals, one but a day released from prison on Cyprian’s orders. 
 
    “Come,” the Fisher King said, a hint of impatience in his voice. “You are not foolish. Or ignorant. Do not pretend to stupidity because you think it flatters me.” He shifted to look at her. “Tell me, where are we going?” 
 
    Manon had worked it out. At least, she thought she had, though the realization had come to her only the night before, manifesting in her mind like a clap of thunder, robbing her of the sleep that had been stalking her. 
 
    “We have been traveling southeast for four days,” she began. “Toridium lies there, two days away,” she said, pointing over her left shoulder. She swung her arm around. “And Elysium there, a long day away, two if the Coria’s waters run high.” Manon hesitated, trying not to flinch away from the memory of Elysium, the memory of the day she lost Perrin. “This morning you adjusted our path slightly east.” She waited, half-hoping Cyprian might finish for her. The golden face remained impassive and silent, the metal gleaming with damp, an uncanny brightness amid the dim, grey day. Manon looked away. “If we continue on this course, we will come, in time, to the Mountain of the Long Night.” She swallowed. “The place where you were buried. Where all the Alescus save the last lie entombed.” 
 
    She didn’t know why she said that. Cyprian II, of all people, did not need to be told this. 
 
    Her answer was met with silence, to her surprise. The Fisher King was an enigma, his moods fleeting and unpredictable, Manon had learned. But she had also come to understand that if he could be said to enjoy anything, it was to keep her guessing. His silence did no such thing. His silence confirmed her theory. This was deeply unsettling, more so than the destination itself. 
 
    She had learned about the Mountain of the Long Night as a child. But unlike many stories about the Alescus, this one had not been told by a crafty tutor with the aim of eliciting good behavior from children. No, this one had come from Manon’s mother, who, once, in a fit of frankness Manon had not witnessed before nor again after, had revealed to her only daughter that she dreamed of tombs of gold beneath an unfathomable amount of stone, of being buried alive and hearing the voice of a dead queen. 
 
    The revelation, unfit for a child of six, had sent Manon scurrying from her mother’s dark chambers into the comfort of the sun.  
 
    “Except I wasn’t.” Cyprian broke the silence at last, his golden gaze piercing Manon once more.  
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Before this body, I knew soil and darkness, yes, but not there. Not in my rightful place.” 
 
    Manon frowned. “Where then?” 
 
    “A place unworthy to be my grave.” Anger sparked through his voice now. “Unmarked. Unfit. Forgotten.” 
 
    Manon almost asked how this had happened—how could a king of the Seven Cities have been sent to his long rest in such a manner. Almost. But there was something in Cyprian’s shoulders, or perhaps in his grip on the reins, that stilled her tongue. It stood to reason that he would not know the answer, which meant her words would only provoke. 
 
    She asked a different question instead. “What purpose will going to the Mountain serve?” There were rumors of unknown Carrier-made artifacts in the Alescuan tombs, buried with their masters who had wielded them with such efficient terror, perhaps not unlike the bronze discs he wore and Manon carried in her pocket, and treasure beyond imagining. Perhaps a few black pearls and fist-sized rubies could find their way into her pocket—and therefore into the pockets of the Barca creditors. Perhaps there was an artifact that could give Manon her brother back. 
 
    The thought formed and settled in her mind before she realized she had not specified which brother, and that perhaps she ought to, given the company she kept. 
 
    Cyprian looked at her for a long moment, the rise and fall of his chest, muted by the heavy armor he wore, the only sign of life. “You will see.” A dismissive answer, and Manon expected to have her person dismissed as well. But Cyprian seemed content to let her remain. The mist thickened around them, then turned to rain, a steady, unyielding drizzle, the kind that diminished spirits and birthed dreams of warm cider by a hearth. Manon drew her cloak tight and tried not to think of the warmth a small flame cupped in her palm would bring to her hand. 
 
    Ahead, a bolt of lightning split the endless grey, illuminating the clouds, a distant thing chased by a rumble of thunder. But though the lightning drew Manon’s attention, it was the sight of a mill, its wheel turning slowly in the stream whose path they had traced since setting out that morning, that kept her gaze. A mill, and beyond, a cluster of thatched rooftops, the first village to intersect their path since the departure from Verdienne. 
 
    Three days past, Manon had held her breath at the first sign of cultivated fields. Had watched as the Fisher King rode within sight of a farmhouse and a trio of outbuildings. Had waited for his demand that she ask after the presence of Carrier blood. 
 
    But Cyprian had made no move to summon her. Instead, the Fisher King dismounted and stood, unmoving, for a moment amid the field of—cabbages? potatoes?—Manon did not know. He had knelt, a smooth, easy motion in spite of the armor he wore, and reached out one gauntleted hand to caress one of the tender green plants.  
 
    Manon had dared to breathe, had listened for Perrin’s voice, as though perhaps her brother had influenced this strange moment of peace—and then Cyprian’s fist had closed on the plant like a hunter’s trap, and he plunged his hand into the earth, burying his armor-clad arm to the elbow, sending a wave of force reverberating through the ground with enough strength for Manon to feel it echo through her ribs. Around his forearm, the soil trembled and danced, then went still as he withdrew, bringing with him something red and viscous and dripping, a thing that seemed in the throes of death, twisting and writhing in his grip, shedding pieces of itself that seared the ground where they fell and then dissolved into the earth. 
 
    Cyprian had looked at his work for a long moment, turning his wrist this way and that, and then he dropped it. Like a wounded creature, it burrowed out of sight, leaving Manon to stare at the earth. 
 
    By the time the Fisher King had remounted, by the time they had ridden beyond the field and returned once more to the untamed meadow, she had been able to smell it—rot, filling her nose, clinging to the roof of her mouth. Manon had fought back a gag, her eyes watering, had turned her head so Cyprian might not see, had told herself she would not think of what sickness he had planted in the land, of what hunger the farmer’s children might feel in their bellies when the cold season came—told herself there might not even be children, that it was no concern of hers. 
 
    She tasted that rot again at the sight of the mill, felt it seep into her senses, into her very pores. 
 
    “Perhaps,” she heard Luca say, “we could purchase more grain for the horses.” 
 
    It was lightly said, a banal statement fraught with more meaning than it ought to be. 
 
    Lightning cracked again. Cyprian’s golden face turned to Luca. Thunder chased after its bright sister. Closer now. But brighter still was the laughter that rolled from Cyprian’s throat. The Fisher King threw back his head, roaring his amusement as though the very stars could hear—and perhaps they could. But it was not the stars that answered him. That honor belonged to the bronze disc resting against his chest, glowing then, a warm, soft light that grew and grew until it blazed blue and white. And Manon felt an echoing warmth in her pocket, felt the small disc that lay nestled there rouse itself and speak to its kin. She clenched her fist to keep from clutching at her coat, willed herself to ignore the sudden pulse that beat against her heart. 
 
    The dead king’s laughter ended as suddenly as it had begun, leaving behind an ugly silence, one that waited for violence and terror as Cyprian’s armored feet hit the ground. Manon moved her lips silently, knew the word she did not speak to be Perrin’s name, knew such a hope was foolish—and she too slid to the ground, her boots squelching in the rain-soaked earth.  
 
    The Fisher King’s strides were long and swift, carrying him to the mill and the tiny hamlet beyond with the relentless surety of the tides, tides surging on the full fury of the ocean at their back. Manon’s legs seemed clumsy in his wake, the ground sucking at her feet, the blankness of her mind howling through her. 
 
    If Luca called for her, she could not have said. 
 
    If her own sense of self-preservation attempted to reason with her, she did not hear it. 
 
    If the disc in her pocket wanted this, she was at its mercy. 
 
    In the end, she had to run to catch up, like a child behind a god, and when she caught his elbow, the steel cold even through her glove, it was like a rabbit stumbling into a mountain cat. 
 
    Rabbits again.  
 
    Cyprian slowed and turned to face her, a heavy movement, the full weight of his golden gaze descending, the disc, its light steady now, blazing his impatience. 
 
    “Take care what you choose to say.” The words hissed out of him, smoke and silk and cold, cold steel. 
 
    “Let me search for Carriers,” Manon said, her breath tumbling forth. It was all she could say, the only thing that might stay his wrath—no, not wrath, she knew. Cyprian II, the Fisher King, the Prince Beneath the Moon did not kill fishermen or poison the soil out of anger or some need for vengeance. He did these things because he could. The disc, hot now in Manon’s pocket, vibrated with such force she was sure it would tear free of its humble confines. 
 
    “Here,” Cyprian said, his voice full of scorn as thunder rumbled overhead, “in this place without a name? These are peasants. Ignorant and useless. Their greatest ambition to keep their teeth. Their most pressing question the direction in which their pig has wandered. They are unfit. There is no greatness here, there is no blood that can join mine, not in this place.” 
 
    A scholar might have stopped to ponder the significance of these words—of this argument the Alescuan king was making that Carrier talent could not flourish among the poor or downtrodden or even simply the hardworking. An advocate might have countered with the notion that talent could not grow if left untaught and if the health of a certain pig carried the weight of existence. 
 
    But Manon was no scholar and the Barca name was the only thing for which she was familiar advocating. 
 
    “They will hate you if you bring only death.” 
 
     The laugh again. Quieter, far more satisfied. Dismissive. 
 
    “I have been hated before.” 
 
    He made to turn away. Manon reached for him once more—instinct without intent. Her glove made contact, the sky flashed with lightning, Cyprian’s disc flared, the sibling in her pocket surged—and Manon was thrown back, breath rushing from her chest as she hit the ground, the sky above a rage of thunder. 
 
    Gasping, head ringing, Manon waited for fire and glass and death. 
 
    But there was only the spattering of raindrops on her face. Her side aching, she pushed herself up on one arm and saw the Fisher King, he who had turned a city to glass, he who had killed a man with grains of sand, was on his knees, head hanging, one hand supporting his weight, the mud sucking at his steel gauntlet. 
 
    And there, dangling from his neck, the bronze disc, its light sputtering in frantic pulses, its edge ember-bright, as though whatever power lay inside threatened to split its cage and loose itself upon the world. 
 
    The golden face came up, meeting Manon’s stare. The hard planes of the skull somehow sharper, the empty eye sockets twin abysses. Lightning streaking. Thunder crashing.  
 
    And then Cyprian got to his feet. Steady. Powerful. Imposing. As he had been from the moment she first laid eyes on him. Manon steeled herself for his rage, her father’s voice insisting that a Barca was not meant to die in a puddle of mud, her brother Victor a quiet but harsh command that she fight. She struggled to rise, saw Cyprian raise one hand, tried not to flinch—but his fingers came to rest on the disc. 
 
    Cradling it in one palm, he held it in front of him, dark gaze fixed on the grooves carved there, something uncertain in the tilt of his head, a master studying a loyal hound who has disobeyed. 
 
    Luca slid to the mud at Manon’s side, his arms reaching for her, his body a shield from the strike they had both expected, his gaze searching her for signs of harm. 
 
    “I’m all right,” she murmured, tearing her attention away from the Fisher King. 
 
    “What did he do?” 
 
    Manon shook her head. “It wasn’t him.” Luca’s gaze dropped to the place where the smaller disc lay close to her skin and heart. “Maybe,” she said. “I don’t know. The storm. The lightning. My brother. I don’t know. But it’s not the first time his power has failed to work precisely as he expected.”  
 
    Luca nodded. “Let’s get you up.” He grabbed Manon by both elbows and got her to her feet. He brushed at her cheek. Mud, she supposed. “Are you sure you’re not hurt?” 
 
    Manon pressed a hand to her right hip, which had taken the brunt of the impact. “Just bruised.” 
 
    A horse thundered past, hooves churning the mud, tail streaming. Cyprian crouched low over the stallion’s neck, graceful despite the bulk of his armor, his golden face nothing more than a blur, a storm within the storm.  
 
    Behind him, his little retinue followed, and fresh muck painted Manon’s boots. She watched them go, then took her first true look at the small village next to the mill. Nine, ten buildings. A pair of sodden goats. A hen house providing shelter for its feathered inhabitants. An axe waiting to split logs. Of the two-legged inhabitants, there was little sign. Only smoke drifting up from three or four chimneys to join the rain. 
 
    They would never know how close they came to death—or at least to ruin, which would be their death. The thought twisted Manon’s mouth into a scowl.  
 
    “They are fortunate,” Luca said. She didn’t have to look at him to know his gaze was not on the thatched roofs and the bleating goat.  
 
    “He’s not wrong. They are ignorant. Ignorant of what almost happened here today. Is that a thing to be glad of?” 
 
    “Perhaps not. But perhaps a small shard of you longs for some of what they have, for that veil to shelter you from the world.” 
 
    Manon turned her frown on Luca. “That veil was ripped from me long ago,” she spat. 
 
    Luca nodded, unperturbed by her vehemence. “I know,” he said softly. He held out her reins. Behind him, her horse snorted.  
 
    He didn’t know. Not about Victor. Not about her mother. Not about her father, beyond what little the archduke had forced her to reveal. Not about Barca Company always falling short of expectations, of funds, of patrons—of Eska de Caraval and Firenzia Company. His own veil of ignorance lay between them, and Manon could not decide whether his willingness to show her sympathy despite that made him a fool or a wise man. Perhaps there was no great difference between the two, or perhaps, at least, deciphering that was of no importance, not when he stood before her, hand outstretched, waiting. 
 
    Manon took the reins. She swung up into the saddle, victorious against the mud’s attempt to keep her rooted in the ground.  
 
    “I know where he’s going,” she said. She slipped two fingers inside her coat pocket and withdrew the bronze disc. It was cool and unremarkable, quickly dampened by drops of rain, dull in the dim light. Manon turned it this way and that, searching for a glimmer of the power sleeping within, thinking of the things she could do were lightning hers to command. Barca Company need never be second to Firenzia again. But the disc was merely a lump of metal in her palm, unresponsive to her minor, unexceptional talent.  
 
    “Do you know the story of the Trueblade?” 
 
    The question was so entirely unexpected that Manon had to take a moment to place the name. She urged her horse forward, following Cyprian’s wild tracks—deep divots in the mud quickly filling with rain water, as though made by some strange creature, not a horse with hooves like any other. Luca mirrored her and they rode at a brisk trot, not fast enough to catch the dead king, but fast enough to induce a sudden chill. 
 
    “Everyone knows about the Trueblade,” Manon said.  
 
    “Tell me what you know.” 
 
    Manon shot an irritated glance Luca’s way and was rewarded for her effort by a fat raindrop in the eye. She blinked furiously, blind for a moment. “Are we children telling stories?” 
 
    “Then you don’t believe in the Trueblade?” Luca asked. “Is it just a story for children? Invented after the Great Rising to give the people the hero the tribunes failed to be?” 
 
    Manon’s ire faltered. “I hadn’t thought that. I hadn’t thought much about the Trueblade, I suppose.” 
 
    She could hear the smile in Luca’s voice when he spoke next. “Because you never dreamed when you were young about being a hero. You had no need for heroes.” 
 
    The uncanny accuracy of this assessment—also something Manon had not spent considerable (any) time pondering—sat on Manon’s tongue like a blacksmith’s anvil.  
 
    “As for me,” Luca continued, “I spent far too many hot afternoons under the cool shade of an ancestral oak imagining myself performing great deeds for the Seven Cities. A Celestial Knight, that’s what I wanted to be, ranked among the likes of Safira Goldeneyes and doomed Lorenzo de Messina. And so I thought about the Trueblade and other legendary figures a great deal, more than I ought to have, given my place in the world.” 
 
    Manon frowned, trying to work out where Luca’s mind—and this conversation—was headed, and said, “If you’re the expert, you tell me about the Trueblade.”  
 
    Luca’s smile turned wistful, and Manon could very nearly see his childhood dreams fading like shapes in the mist. 
 
    “We are told that the Trueblade was the instrument that brought about Varin’s fall, that the attack on Elysium could not have succeeded without the Trueblade’s cooperation. That only the Trueblade had the power to withstand the might of the Alescus.” 
 
    “You disagree?” 
 
    Luca shook his head. “Not exactly. But we can’t discount the role the tribunes played. The careful planning. The commitment to the cause despite the uncertainty and the grievous toll. The decisions that brought them to the precipice of Varin’s ruin and the freedom from tyranny. And all those willing to die for a victory they would never see. One heroic deed at the moment of crisis does not outweigh all of that.” 
 
    “And yet,” Manon prompted.  
 
    “And yet the tribunes made it to the precipice and who is to say what sent them over the edge.” Luca sighed. “I think we need heroes. Even if they are varnished for our consumption. Even if they are falsified, figments of a poet’s imagination or a clever politician’s creation, pieced together out of an understanding of what people need in times of struggle and chaos.” 
 
    “Then you don’t believe the Trueblade was real? You would abandon your childhood dreams?” 
 
    Luca smiled. “No, I believe. It is in my nature.” Manon could understand that, had seen that earnestness at the core of Luca. “And I am one of those who believe the Trueblade is not the only one of that name. I believe there have been others, wielders of that weapon, and will be another. But what I am saying is that it doesn’t matter if the Trueblade was a real person or the power was in the bloodline or the blade or something else entirely. What matters is that we believe it to be so. Because only by believing in one hero can we ever hope to see another. That ideal matters, that celestial mark for us to strive for.” 
 
    At last Manon understood. “And you think we need a hero now. Now that an Alescu walks the world again. You believe someone out there was born for this moment. For impossible greatness in the face of terror and death. A new Trueblade in this time of need.” 
 
    “Born for it, ready for it, what is the difference?”  
 
    Manon looked at Luca, saw the warmth in his features, saw something she had never seen in herself. “I don’t expect fate’s timing is that good.” 
 
    Luca laughed.  
 
    “Surely you aren’t suggesting that I am some sort of hero.” She raised an eyebrow, trying to mask her discomfort at this notion with humor. “You forget, I excel most at mistakes and small fires.” 
 
    The laugh again, gentle, like the rain.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Interlude 6 
 
      
 
    Dated three months after the death of Varin II, one of 987 decrees the tribunes made in the first six months after the fall of the Alescus. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tribunal Decree 472  
 
      
 
    We, the tribunes of Bellara, do hereby establish a permanent guard to take up residence at the Mountain of the Long Night. Known hereafter as the Watchers, they shall guard the tombs and treasure of the Alescus against looting, vandalism, grave robbing, cult worship, and other disreputable behavior. 
 
      
 
    The Watchers shall: 
 
    
    	 Serve terms of five years, with the option to extend after evaluation. 
 
    	 Be of Captain-Minor rank or higher. 
 
    	 Be chosen by a committee consisting of the tribunes and their superior officers. 
 
   
 
      
 
    The Watchers shall not: 
 
    
    	 Be of Carrier blood, in accordance with Tribunal Decree 12 and the exclusion of Carrier blood from military service. 
 
   
 
      
 
    So ordered and signed. 
 
     
 
    Celestine de Ramaux, Cancalo 
 
    Juliano Titianus, Vienisi 
 
    Godefroy Elmina, Toridium 
 
    Sofia Illusconi, Parnaxes 
 
    Albina de Barbaro, Licenza 
 
    Lorenzo de Malveaux, Arconia 
 
      
 
      
 
    Abstention 
 
      
 
    Calixtus de Orme, Rhia 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    “We mattered not at all.” 
 
      
 
    It happened under the slender crescent moon. 
 
    The third night spent under dark skies and bright stars. The third night after a day moving toward the eastern horizon. The third night of waiting for Casimir San-Voria to die. 
 
    Only he hadn’t died. Had instead exhibited a rather stubborn unwillingness to die. Whatever illness ate at him, exacerbated by the poison slipped into his blood, whatever work it did to cause his heart to race and his skin to turn hot and then cold, whatever the reason for the sweating and the sickly sweet smell, the man seemed intent on living. Or at least lingering somewhere close to it. 
 
    And so Eska and Cedo had lowered him from the back of the piebald horse, as they had the past two nights when Cedo judged the grass to be right for making their meager camp. It was still a clumsy thing, getting San-Voria to the ground. Eska and the boy had established a method, such as it was, but she still imagined—after a lost grip or a spark of mischief from the horse—him landing on his head each time.  
 
    They had stretched him out on the ground, tucking the blanket tight, and Cedo was busy skinning the rabbit his slingshot had procured them as Eska attempted to get some water down the unconscious man’s throat. In no time, the boy had a small fire going, managed with such competence that Eska need only admire his skill—that and the smell of the meeting between meat and flame, a welcome change from the stale rations Cedo had managed to collect during their hasty departure from the Wind at Dawn camp. 
 
    Eska leaned back against the saddle and looked up at the stars and the waning moon. “We’re making good time, I think,” she said. It had become her habit in the past days to speak to Cedo as though the language barrier between them did not exist. To her delight, the boy had begun to answer in the same manner. He did so now, his face serious as he held the rabbit over the fire. In truth, Eska did not think they were making particularly good time. A horse carrying a large man and two travelers on foot, one small of stride, could hardly be expected to do so. But the immediate danger of being caught by blue-cloaked Wind at Dawn warriors, or, worse, a united force of Wind at Dawn and Sun Behind the Grass, had evidently passed, and Eska was inclined toward the optimistic, as Albus had pointed out to her on the day of their first meeting and had continued to do ever since. Of some concern was the chance of stumbling into another clan, or a hunting party, but, whether by Cedo’s skill or good fortune, they had passed through the grass unseen and alone, without sight of man or horse. 
 
    “Have you ever been so far from home, Cedo?” It was not, she knew, a stunningly astute question, as she did not know how far the Wind at Dawn territory extended. Cedo answered, rattling off a sentence while poking in her direction with the rabbit. “Careful, you’re going to let it catch fire.” She returned her gaze to the stars above. “Do you dream, Cedo? I don’t mean of swift horses or strong bows, though those are fine things to dream of. I mean of things beyond these moments, of the future, of your future.” Eska turned onto one elbow to study the Vardini boy once more. He spoke, something with the lilt of a question, and Eska smiled. Whatever dreams he had for himself, they likely did not include leaving his home in the company of a stranger, with no certainty of ever returning or being welcome if he did. 
 
    They settled into silence, each, Eska was fairly certain, too distracted by the smell of the cooking meat to ponder much else. 
 
    A slight breeze stirred the grass, bringing a wave of San-Voria’s scent to Eska’s nostrils. She wrinkled her nose against it, her concern for him flaring anew. He might not have died—yet—but neither had he improved. If he did not receive proper care and regain consciousness, he would melt into nothingness, his body weakening, unable to fight the illness, a husk ready to blow away in the first wind. 
 
    Wind. It was stronger now, tugging at Eska’s hair, ruffling the edge of the blanket draped over San-Voria. The grass closest to Eska whispered with it. And yet the grass behind Cedo did not move. Eska sat up, alert, on edge.  
 
    “Cedo,” she murmured, without any sense of what she might say next. The boy looked up, confusion—and exhaustion—causing him to blink rapidly. 
 
    And then the grass parted, bending to the whims of the wind, a path forged out of the dark night—and Nadezha emerged into the light of Cedo’s fire. 
 
    Eska rose to her feet, hardly aware of the motion, her gaze taking in the young matriarch—if Nadezha could still lay claim to such authority. Bereft of silver chain, bereft of shoes, bereft of her hair, the woman was a shadow of the wind-wielder Eska had seen stand before her people and lay claim to a legacy. 
 
    Nadezha looked from Eska to Cedo, her body still, the grass behind her waving with dreamlike slowness, the white staff of bone and gold still in one hand—but held between limp fingers, as if forgotten. 
 
    Cedo spoke a single word and bowed his head in respect—and the staff dropped to the ground, as though released by the boy’s voice. The grass went quiet behind Nadezha, who followed the staff to the earth, her knees absorbing the impact, the last vestige of dignity rolling off her sagging shoulders and fading into the darkness as she wept silent tears.  
 
    It was Cedo who went to her, after a moment in which he and Eska shared a look that made it clear neither knew quite what to do. The boy crouched at his matriarch’s side, one small hand coming to rest on the woman’s arm. Eska waited, her mind racing ahead to contemplate more things than it ought to in that moment—would their meager food supply support another mouth? would Nadezha demand custody of Cedo? was Sun Behind the Grass in pursuit of the woman who had threatened to undermine their authority?—her gaze then falling to the staff, no longer just an artifact of beauty and academic interest. She thought of her mother, imagined the Carrier fires designed to snuff out Sorina de Caraval’s life all those years ago, thought of Manon Barca’s vile attempt to send Eska to the deep, silt-rich bottom of the Toridium harbor.  
 
    Eska knelt and took the staff in both hands, then laid it—carefully, it was still, after all, a priceless piece of history—out of Nadezha’s reach. Looking up, she tried to smile. “Water, perhaps?” 
 
    Cedo took the proffered flask and removed the stopper, but Nadezha made no move to accept it even as the boy tried to close her fingers around the smooth leather. The woman’s sobs had gentled, but still she remained hunched over the earth.  
 
    It was this particular moment that Casimir San-Voria chose to wake. 
 
    The tableau, Eska, was vaguely aware, was fitting for a painting by one of the great masters, Lillipina, perhaps, who would have gotten the firelight just right, or Fedoro, who liked to paint weeping women. Eska might have given the commission to Benoit Tevolio, forty years dead, due to his penchant for sweeping scenes under open skies.  
 
    An observer of the scene—or the painting—might be forgiven for assuming the bald woman on her knees grieved the death of the rather large man, comforted by their only child. Which made Eska a bystander, perhaps a priestess. And that priestess might be wearing just the hint of surprise, if the painter could get it right, because the priestess—Eska—was the first to see San-Voria’s eyes stared at something other than their own lids.  
 
    Perhaps, then, the somber tableau was rather more appropriate for a stage performance. One of Dionne’s dark, absurd comedies would do. 
 
    As if on cue, San-Voria groaned, a weak sound followed by a feeble twitching of one hand against the blanket. Nadezha and the staff and all the questions in Eska’s mind shuffled off to a convenient corner—where they would fester, if left over long—as she went to the man’s side, fingers reaching to feel for his pulse, her other hand grasping his as it searched for only his dreams knew what. 
 
    “Casimir,” she said, “can you hear me?” The flutter of his heartbeat was, she decided, somewhat stronger than it had been. 
 
    His unfocused gaze slid over her face and up to the stars, where it wandered from constellation to constellation, though Eska doubted he was cognizant of what he was seeing, and for a moment she was resigned to receiving no answer, which would not bode well for his future health. But then the man from Parnaxes grunted and his voice—faint, decidedly without strength—drifted up. 
 
    “That’s very familiar of you.”  
 
    This was followed by an inhale more appropriate for a pair of mouse lungs—worrying—but Eska smiled.  
 
    “I’m afraid your dignity was lost somewhere between the third and fourth times I had to drag you onto a horse by your boots and belt.” She squeezed his hand. “Or perhaps it was much earlier, when I had to dress your unconscious form. Regardless, we are well beyond formalities.” 
 
    Another grunt. “If you insist.” 
 
    “Welcome back to the living, Master Crow. You will find it,” Eska hesitated, “somewhat changed.” 
 
    “Oh?” San-Voria appeared to attempt to sit—evidenced by a faint contraction of his torso that did absolutely nothing. He took a breath, this one deeper and steadying. “Have I lost some of my substantial girth? Regained my youthful charm? That would be worth waking up for.” 
 
    Eska glanced over her shoulder. Nadezha had turned away, leaving Cedo hovering somewhere between the two. The staff still rested out of the matriarch’s reach. Eska wondered if she even wanted to hold it again. 
 
    “I think I liked you better unconscious,” Eska said, looking back down at San-Voria. “Would you like my assistance, or do you intend to continue to lie there like a landed fish?” 
 
    With some effort, Eska got San-Voria propped against the saddle. The movement clearly caused discomfort, though he swallowed this without complaint. He made a familiar wiping motion across his forehead, though he no longer had a silk handkerchief. He took a shallow swallow from the skin Eska offered—they’d need fresh water first thing in the morning, especially with two more throats to fill. 
 
    “How do you feel?” 
 
    It was a useless question. Eska could see well enough that Casimir San-Voria could not be pronounced cured simply because he was conscious. His skin was pale, his movements lethargic. And he had not eaten in days.  
 
    San-Voria was quiet for a moment, his gaze resting somewhere in the darkness over Eska’s shoulder. He had seen Cedo. Whether he had also taken in the quiet figure in his peripheral vision, barely touched by firelight, was a different question.  
 
    “Have you ever seen a jellyfish stranded on a beach? The life-giving ocean just out of reach?” he said at last. 
 
    “I have not.” 
 
    “Hmm, you should spend more time on my island. Happens often enough. They tread the shallow waters in search of tasty fish and tiny crabs, and then they get caught in tidal pools that dry up in the sun. If they are lucky, they suffer for an hour or two and then the tide comes in again and they float away to the deeper places. If they are unlucky, they dry out. Slowly. The salty water tantalizingly close. I am sure they can smell it. Sometimes they try to drag themselves to freedom, scraping their delicate bodies against barnacle-crusted rocks, tearing themselves to shreds in a desperate quest to live. And then they die, quietly, shells of themselves, nearly glass-like, and just as easily shattered.” Casimir San-Voria paused, closed his eyes. “I feel like I have been trying very hard to reach the sea and that perhaps I have tried long enough.” 
 
    It was one of the longer speeches Casimir San-Voria had yet made to Eska. Certainly the most sincere. Most personal. He gestured toward the skin of water and took a drink when Eska handed it to him. And then he told Eska the story he had said he would never tell—his own. Perhaps because he feared he might never have another chance. Perhaps because he hoped he might not. 
 
    “Haven’t seen those beaches in thirty years. But I can smell them. Always. Salt and seaweed. And the tidal pools. Perhaps the most wondrous of nature’s creations, did you know? Home to minute, fascinating creatures and more kinds of lichen than you can count. I spent my final morning on Parnaxes on one such beach. I had the young person’s notion that if I stood there long enough, I could memorize each cresting wave and grain of sand, as though this might somehow be of use where I was going. Sentimental. Foolish.” His voice gave the lie to the words. There was no scorn there, no forceful dismissal. Somehow Eska did not think Casimir San-Voria had ever quite let go of that moment—though he might never admit it. 
 
    “The ship brought me to Anderra, left me at the port of Rhoxanos. And I told the sailors there, the ones who were kind enough to buy me a cup of wine that first night in a strange place, that I’d killed a man. That this was the reason for my exile. A matter of honor. They toasted my fortitude, made jokes about the dead man I had conjured into existence, said I should take up the life of a mercenary. One even told me his brother fought with Alcibalzho Vorxhis and offered to introduce me.” San-Voria smiled a little. “I’d held a sword only once in my life, but I had a talent for words, so I blustered my way through tales of bravado as deep as the cups we emptied. And then morning came, and I set off north from Rhoxanos before I might have to actually meet the famed Vorxhis and his golden ear and be discovered in my lies.” 
 
    Cedo had come closer, returning to the firelight. And though the words would have washed over him like sunlight over the grass, he listened. Behind him, in the dark, was Nadezha, her back to them, her head bowed—and yet somehow Eska did not think she was deaf to the world, despite her despair.  
 
    “Braxia,” San-Voria went on. “That was the first place I found a home, the first place I did not wander from, the first place I knew people and they knew me. Strange that my heart should choose a landlocked place, far from the song of the sea and call of the gull. And yet there was something about those stone walls, something about the way the sun warmed the tiles of the roofs and cast the valley in purple light and long shadows. And so I stayed. Learned the language. Learned how they honored their ancestors and their gods. Learned why they gave their infants goldfish on their naming days. And I learned they had a need for a tutor of mathematics among the wealthier families.” A sigh rolled over San-Voria. “Perhaps I could have stayed there forever. Certainly I should have. In time I had a modest apartment in the southern precinct. Third floor, above a bakery. The morning sun crept across the stone floor just so. There was a small balcony outside the kitchen, and I tried my hand at gardening herbs and potatoes. But one day, nearly five years after I had first come to that little city, a student asked me a certain question. Not about equations or theorems. About the right of the people to rule themselves.” 
 
    Casimir San-Voria went quiet, his gaze dropping to his hands where it remained when he spoke again. “Braxia, you see, is under the rule of small council. Seven in number. Mostly old. Mostly men. All enormously wealthy and possessing lineages stretching back to an earlier age of petty kings warring over each hilltop. They are not unkind to those beneath them. The city is clean, prosperous, in the way small cities can be. These councilors might even have been decent human beings, I could not say, having never met any. But tithes were unfairly assigned, making the wealthy wealthier on the labor of those who never had an extra coin to spare or those who had earned the displeasure of censure of the council. The lives of the citizens were also at the mercy of their rulers. Forced conscriptions and foolish skirmishes with neighbors had cost many lives in the year just before I came to Braxia, and rumors of fresh feuds had been swirling since the winter. And this student, a clever boy with a bright future, asked me why Braxia should be ruled by a few instead of by the many.” 
 
    Another pause, this one longer. Another sigh, heavier. “It never occurred to me not to answer. It seems exile had taught me nothing, had failed to remove my philosophy from me or me from it. In a matter of days, I was holed up in an abandoned temple outside the city walls, speaking to a cadre of enthusiastic young men and women who believed there was a different future to be won, not with swords and violence, but with words.” San-Voria’s mouth twitched, though whether it betrayed a fond smile of remembrance or a shudder of grief, Eska could not say. “And I believed. I believed as I had not since the day I left Parnaxes.” San-Voria looked up at Eska. “And now you know my crime, Eska de Caraval. Now you know why I have not called the Seven Cities home for half my life.” 
 
    “What happened?” Eska asked after a moment. “What happened in Braxia?” 
 
    “We were betrayed.” San-Voria’s voice had gone stiff. “Just as before. Just as it will always be when small minds cannot grasp the gift of freedom and rule by and for the people. The council sent soldiers in the dark. Barred the temple’s entrances. Set it ablaze. Those who did not die by fire were killed by the smoke that filled their lungs.” He looked away. 
 
    “And you? How did you survive?” 
 
    A harsh, hoarse bark of laughter burst from San-Voria. “Because I was late,” he said. “Because I was in the safety of the trees and saw it all, a bottle of wine in my hands, a scroll containing Aestor’s writings on the overthrow of unjust power in my pocket.” 
 
    Aestor. Eska knew the name. Had read some of his work. A philosopher from ancient Parphea. 
 
    “Thirty years,” she said. “I have read a little about what happened in Parnaxes thirty years ago. A very little,” Eska reiterated, as San-Voria began to interrupt. “As you can imagine, it is not a topic eagerly spoken of, and I had to do some digging. Of course, the Lordican has extensive records of the history of the Seven Cities, but not once in my formal education did the subject arise.” 
 
    San-Voria snorted. “It was hardly worthy of mention in the histories. A hiccup, that is all. I know that now. We thought we were ushering in a new era, one in which the wealth of the world would be used to help all, one in which names and rank and long dead ancestors were not the foremost reasons for long life and prosperity. And most of all, one in which the voices of the people mattered and were not stamped out by archons and tribunes and principes. We thought we carried the memory and light of Rhia’s rebellion against the yoke of the Seven, a light for Parnaxes and our sisters and brothers across Bellara. But we were mistaken. We mattered not at all.” 
 
    Eska waited until Casimir San-Voria’s words had been swallowed by the grass and the stars and the shroud of his own past. And then she waited some more. 
 
    “I think, Master Crow,” she said at last, “that perhaps one ought not to judge the final weight of one’s life until one is leaving it.” 
 
    “Fine words, spoken with all the certainty of youth and position.” San-Voria looked Eska squarely in the eye. “I am old. I am fat. I have spent the past six years in this grass and now it has nearly killed me. I think I am allowed to judge myself. Besides,” he snorted, “I might yet decide to die.” 
 
    Eska shrugged. “Suit yourself. But I think if you wanted to die, you would have. Before making me drag you across the grass for four days.” 
 
    Another snort. Then silence. Then, “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me why the Wind at Dawn matriarch has lost all her hair and is sitting in the dark like an abandoned child.”  
 
    “I thought you were deciding to die.” 
 
    A scowl slid across San-Voria’s face, but there was a light in his eyes. “I think I’m allowed a few questions to take with me into death. One needs something to think about, after all.” 
 
    “Well, in that case, I can’t answer the first and can only offer a little insight into the second.” Eska patted his hand. “But I think you ought to eat something before we delve into those answers.” She pointed at the small fire. “We have a rabbit.” 
 
    Admittedly, the skewered rabbit was charred in a lopsided fashion and rapidly approaching the point of being inedible. At Eska’s gesture, Cedo jumped to attention and removed it from the flame. He eyed it with pride and held it in San-Voria’s direction.  
 
    To his credit, the man didn’t wince outright. He smiled at Cedo instead, a thin sort of smile. “I think some water, perhaps.” 
 
    Eska offered the flask again. “You need to eat, Casimir. You’ve been without for four days.” 
 
    San-Voria made a face, but Eska could see the tremble in his hand as he lowered the skin. “All right, but nothing that was raw and wriggling just moments ago.” 
 
    Eska nodded and rummaged through their basket for a folded piece of flatbread. Cracked and stale, it wasn’t much to look at, but Eska had found it still filled the belly well enough, if one could wash it down with plenty of water. San-Voria nibbled at it, then understood Eska’s pointed stare and managed a proper bite. Only then did she turn her attention back to Nadezha, who had shown no interest in the rabbit or the bread—or San-Voria’s story, come to that.  
 
    At San-Voria’s refusal of the rabbit, Cedo had shrugged and carved into the meat with his smaller knife, tearing out a few shreds which he placed with care in the pocket of another piece of flatbread cupped in his palm. This he extended to Eska, a neat little sachet of rabbit, hot and steaming—and unexpectedly dry and tasteless. 
 
    San-Voria watched Eska chew and gave her a knowing look. 
 
    “At least it’s hot,” Eska said. Cedo devoured his with gusto, then stood and retreated from the light to offer the last of the small carcass to Nadezha. She accepted, but then sat quietly, her face still turned away from Eska, the skewer resting untouched in her lap. Eska watched, waited for her to eat, to speak, to do anything other than examine the inner workings of her own mind.  
 
    “She will speak when she is ready,” Casimir San-Voria said. His own voice was quiet but certain. He had leaned back against the saddle, his face tilted to the stars, his eyes closed—though Eska suspected he watched her through his lashes. 
 
    “You weren’t there. You didn’t see them turn on her.” 
 
    “And yet she is here. She followed you. She lives.” 
 
    “But what does she want?” Eska asked. Her gaze drifted to the staff, the white bone stark against the darkness. Eska shivered despite herself, remembering the wind—and the chaos it unleashed. 
 
    “I daresay she is attempting to answer that very question. I ought to know. I’ve answered it once or twice.” 
 
    “I suppose I don’t know what it is to lose my place in the world.” 
 
    “No,” San-Voria said. Eska suspected there might have been a sharpness to it had he not been ravaged by illness and poison and four days without food. “You do not.” She thought he had finished. His lips parted slightly, his stomach rose and fell in a deep inhale and exhale. “Nor do I think your mind is quiet enough to contemplate that question as I have. As she does now.” 
 
    Once, when she was younger, Eska would have protested this. Would have insisted she was quite capable of quiet contemplation. Would have said she knew what she wanted— 
 
    “I know what I want.” 
 
    San-Voria harrumphed into his chin and the edge of the blanket tucked there, then succumbed to a wet cough that had him folding in on himself, his face contorted with discomfort, his fingers clutching the blanket. Eska leaned close, unable to offer more than a touch that might be soothing and a murmured, meaningless word. When San-Voria settled, his breath coming rapidly, his face shining with a fresh sheen of sweat, he did not let go of Eska’s hand. 
 
    She expected him to sleep, or to drift into something akin to that state. But there was no lapse in his grip, no steadying of his breath, no smoothing of the crease in between his eyes. Not after Cedo had curled up next to the fire and fallen into dreams. Not after the fire burned down to nothing. And so Eska—perhaps to convince herself he was not about to die, perhaps so he would know he did not die alone, she could not say—began to speak. 
 
    “I want more than I should want.” The grass whispered in response. “By that I mean that I was born and bred to do the work I do for the sake of knowledge, for improving that knowledge, for adding to that knowledge, for playing my part as a small piece of something greater. And I play that part gladly. My name is there in the Lordican, one among many, alongside the great minds of our time and times before us. And I have seen the world, from the smallest village in Bellara to the oldest ruins of Mehatha. Recovered artifacts of untold value. Discovered things long lost to memory. And I serve my city. It should be enough.” Eska hesitated. “It should be more than enough.” She looked up—but it was not the stars that held her gaze. It was the darkness lingering between. 
 
    “And yet.” 
 
    Eska waited until her heartbeat—sent racing ahead by those two simple words—slowed. “And yet it is not enough to simply be good at what I do. It is not enough to have my papers published for all to read. It is not enough to simply be one among many.” She swallowed over what came next. 
 
    “Say it.” San-Voria’s voice was gentle. 
 
    “I want to be the best. I want my name to live on unrivaled. I want my contributions to rise above those I call peers.” Eska took a breath. “I want to leave a mark on the world, a mark that cannot be rubbed out.”  
 
    “And you fear this, why?” 
 
    Fear. It was not a word Eska liked when it came to matters of the mind. Fear was for the physical realm. Fear belonged in moments of peril, when hired killers stalk through a grove of trees, when knives spin out of the dark.  
 
    “Because I do not wish to be that which I hate.” 
 
    “Careful with such a wish, Eska,” San-Voria said, “or you will put so much of yourself into not being something that there will be nothing left for you to be.” He closed his eyes once more. 
 
    Eska turned those words over and over in her mind, Manon Barca’s face taking form in the pauses and the shaping of the vowels. Her uncle was there, too, fainter, something she dared not acknowledge. And then at last a bronze disc took shape in the shadow of those faces, a godforged, its markings whispering to her, larger than the one she had held in her hand, so tangible she could feel the weight of the metal in her mind, could feel the cold promise of history. 
 
    “I crossed the sea in search of something,” Eska said, her gaze fixed on a single blade of grass resting against her boot. She tried to wet her lips, but her tongue was rooted to the floor of her mouth. “An artifact steeped in bloody history, kin to six others but already lost to the silent dominion of time when the six were last known to us. A thing of mystery and unknown origin, a thing of power, a veritable link to an age we call myth, to a time when gods walked the earth. The location is uncertain, conveyed to me in riddles, stitched together from the workings of a mind I know as well as my own. But I have a place to start. To discover this thing would be a deed unrivaled by generations of those who have dug in the dirt.” Eska stared at a slender piece of grass, twisted now between thumb and forefinger, unable to recall when, exactly, she had torn it from the soil. “But it is not merely a thing to be studied. There are those who would use it, wield it, though I know not for what purpose or how. A powerful man is seeking its six brethren. To have it or the others fall into his hands could bring untold strife to Bellara. I must not let that happen.” 
 
    San-Voria was silent, his chest rising and falling in steady, if not exactly strong, breaths. She thought him asleep and extricated her hand from his, then lay back in the grass, as though sleep might be summoned to an unruly mind with such a simple act. 
 
    “Perhaps it would be better to leave this thing in the ground.” 
 
    Quietly said, and followed with nothing else, not a sigh or another word, so that Eska could very nearly imagine it had not been said at all. 
 
    Except it had been said. And Eska could not breathe for the weight of it—it and the understanding that such a thing, audaciously simple, marvelous in its logic, had never occurred to her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Interlude 7 
 
      
 
    Introduction from Beneath Marbled Skies: a short history of Rhia’s rebellion, the primary actors and their philosophies, the instigating events, and the preservation of the Seven Cities, with an afterward by Selonicus, a popular work by amateur historian Lady Adelaide de Luniere. Annotated by an unknown hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vimicus, Celestial Knight of Bellara, stands upon a precipice—one of the mind and of the body. A storm swirling above him, purple clouds veiling the sun, wind roaring down from the mountains. Below: his city. Dark of stone. Shadowed of heart. Murmuring with discontent. He is the best of his kind. Fury personified in battle, gentle-hearted in peace. Generous to those who have little. Stern to those who stray from the path of justice. Beloved of the people and of a woman. They call him the Valiant. She calls him husband. [Spare me this drivel! Such a man does not exist—or if he does, show him to me, and let me then poke holes in your construct. Vimicus was in disgrace, cast out of good favor for killing an innocent man. Any historian worth a pig in a mudhole knows that.] 
 
      
 
    The time is spring. A time of renewal. Of hope. Of life’s persistence after the cold embrace of winter. [It was autumn. Lady Adelaide has outdone her penchant for poetic license already.] Vimicus has a choice to make—to heed the calls of a disenchanted populace, spurred to the brink of rebellion by voices ravenous for power, voices that did not hesitate to utter lies, [Lies? Theodoro Massera only sought to advance the will of the people.] or to stand firm with the alliances of Bellara, with the unity crafted by our ancestors that endured even the atrocities of the tyrants.  
 
      
 
    There are some who say [Who? Who are your sources, my lady?] Vimicus de Zoray remained unmoved by the arguments of certain philosophers and academics and popular figures. That he understood the need to keep Bellara whole. [Whole, yes, but with holes, too, my lady, holes driven through society to keep the poor and downtrodden at bay. Is that what Bellara means to you?] That he, as a Celestial Knight, would never have wavered from that sacred duty. 
 
      
 
    But then she died. [What! Is there no deity among the stars who can stop the flow of this woman’s ink?] 
 
      
 
    Yes, his cherished wife, Mercred, who danced with grace and spoke with charm [She prized the virtues of the mind above the virtues of polite society. THIS is what Vimicus fell in love with!] was murdered most foully. [By all means, let us make this a tale of a man’s need for vengeance after the tragic death of a woman, Lady Adelaide. Never mind the fact that Mercred was the heart behind the rebellion—and that Rhia might have won had she not died of fever. A common fever, I repeat!] 
 
      
 
    It was love, then, that drove Vimicus to rise up against the Seven. Love that overpowered his oaths and his duty, those stalwart bastions of his life. Love for a woman slaughtered in cold blood. [Adelaide…I notice you do not name a culprit. What’s this? A sudden shyness? Unwilling to slander a family name for the sake of your fictitious murder? I am surprised at your caution.] It was love that sent him over the edge of that precipice. [I just may swoon.] 
 
      
 
    Surely he knew he would lose. One does not test the might of Bellara and expect to come away unscathed. [Careful, your sycophancy is showing.] Such, then, is the power of love, breaker of cities, of kingdoms, of order, of the very essence of the world. [A step too far, my lady. I fail to follow your logic to that final conclusion.] 
 
      
 
    Come, then, on this journey into the heart of a rebellion. [I think not.] 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    “You, for all your prowess and power, are going to fail.” 
 
      
 
    “Sloppy.” 
 
    Ramses Tukhamon stared down at the Licenzan camp, his eyes narrowed with disdain. 
 
    “See?” The mercenary waved a hand in as haphazard a manner as the tents were arrayed below. “No order, no defensive perimeter. I could kill half of them before they knew they were under attack.” 
 
    Sascha was inclined to agree—but he was not about to admit that to the captain of the Grey Eagles. Those narrowed eyes slid over to scan Sascha. 
 
    “Nothing left to say, Arch-Commander?” An eyebrow cocked. “Pity. Your talk of wolf packs and retribution was amusing.” 
 
    “Didn’t you say Bellarans spoke too many words and too few of consequence?” Sascha asked. “I would have thought you might be glad if I prattled less.” 
 
    “True, true, but it seems I’ve grown fond of my little prize.” 
 
    This was, perhaps, a more honest answer than Tukhamon meant to give. He had taken to having Sascha follow his every move as they crossed into Vienisian territory, like a master with his favorite hound. Sascha didn’t mind, not if it meant a chance at learning something, anything, that might help him unpick the knot at the heart of this Licenzan matter. 
 
    “What is your plan for the city?” 
 
    Tukhamon waved his hand again. “We take it.” 
 
    Sascha persisted. “Vienisi’s natural defenses are well known, and her wall is not to be taken lightly. Will you hurl your men against the stones until they are unrecognizable for the arrows piercing them?” 
 
    Tukhamon’s carefree wave turned into a heavy grip on the hilt of his sword. A scowl darkened his features. “My men are not arrow fodder.” 
 
    “And they are?” Sascha asked, pointing at the Licenzan tents. “I do not think the principe will wish to see his forces so depleted.” 
 
    “We will draw them out from behind their walls.” Ramses Tukhamon’s deep voice rolled over Sascha, tinged with impatience.  
 
    “How?” 
 
    The mercenary stepped close, his face looming, his chest bumping Sascha. “That is no business of yours.” Sascha did not so much as blink. 
 
    “Suit yourself. A moment ago you were starved for my conversation.” 
 
    “Do you forget, Arch-Commander, that I could skewer you where you stand?” 
 
    “I do not forget, Captain. I merely wonder if this will be the last time the Grey Eagles draw their swords, if this will be the moment history remembers as the folly that led them to die in the dust beneath the wall of Vienisi.” 
 
    The scowl deepened, if such a thing was possible. Sascha, without taking his gaze from the other man’s eyes, considered how quickly the captain could pull his sword free. Sascha would step into the blade, of course, because the natural thing would be to step away. And then he’d turn Ramses Tukhamon’s sword on its owner.  
 
    But Tukhamon did not draw the weapon—though his fingers twitched. 
 
    “I know how to take a city,” Tukhamon snarled. He turned on his heel and snapped his fingers at the lieutenant called Akhenamo. “Bring him. Don’t bother being gentle.” And then Ramses Tukhamon, the Grey Eagle banner streaming behind him, began the descent into the Licenzan camp.  
 
    He did know how to take a city, Sascha knew. That was no lie. Across the Straits of Eridthera, the Grey Eagles had taken Dioranos for that city’s rival Archegolos three years before, without a lengthy siege. 
 
    But there was something in the captain’s answers—or lack of them—and his sudden irritability, unseen since the day he had taken Sascha captive, that burrowed its way into the knot in Sascha’s mind, burrowed and offered nothing in return. 
 
    Akhenamo yanked Sascha’s arm behind his back, twisting enough to endanger his wrist and produce a wince, then prodded him into Tukhamon’s wake. Sascha breathed through the pain, his resolve to be a model prisoner weakening with every step. While logic dictated that a cool head and careful words were necessary, a few days amongst the Grey Eagles had allowed Sascha to come to a particular conclusion—that is, there was not a man or woman among them who could defeat him. True, he would need to win himself a sharp object, but he had already identified no fewer than twenty Grey Eagles who could be easily deprived of theirs. Such certainty prickled at his pride, which in turn needled at his mind for insisting on such a course of action as to require humility in defeat. 
 
    They had passed no fewer than three Licenzan tents when Sascha’s uniform began to earn more attention than Tukhamon and his splendid grey banner—a thing of beauty, nearly translucent in the light, pale grey, the eagle embroidered there soaring with each ripple of the wind. A shame, really, considering that Sascha would rather have observed what came next with as much anonymity as he could muster. But there was some satisfaction in seeing how this irked Ramses Tukhamon when the mercenary captain realized the furtive glances and furious whispers from the Licenzan soldiers were not directed his way.  
 
    Word traveled quickly, as word tends to do in such camps, and by the time Tukhamon arrived outside the largest tent, the commander waiting for him there was too busy peering around the captain at Sascha to greet him promptly and properly. 
 
    “This is most unexpected, Tukhamon.”  
 
    Sascha fancied the commander’s clipped tones stabbed into Tukhamon’s chest like the talons of a tiny eagle. 
 
    “We weren’t anticipating prisoners.” 
 
    “The arch-commander is my guest. His presence here means nothing more than the fortune with which his family will buy his life.” To his credit, Tukhamon had wrestled his face into something resembling pleasant, but there was no mistaking the hostility in his voice. A good start, then, to the partnership. And a lie. Tukhamon could have left Sascha with his Eagles, unremarked upon. But Tukhamon had wanted the Licenzan commander to see him, to know the Eagles had captured Arconia’s highest ranking military officer, had fought the Protector of the Seven Cities and won. 
 
    As for that Licenzan commander, Sascha knew her. Or knew of her. 
 
    “You are committing treason against the Seven Cities, Commander Theros,” Sascha said. “Have you no shame? No honor?” 
 
    If the stories were to be believed, Sascha already knew the answer to the second question. 
 
    Commander Istara Theros glared at Sascha as harshly as the sun does water, but with none of the heat the sun leaves behind.  
 
    “My honor belongs to Licenza.” The scar tracing her cheekbone gleamed silver in the bright light. 
 
    “And Licenza belongs to Bellara.” 
 
    Commander Theros stepped close, drawing herself up to face Sascha. They were nearly of a height, he saw, and there was more coldness in her grey eyes than in the sea in winter. 
 
    “Not any more.” 
 
    It was not a particularly clever response. But Corannos Arjaxios Ashvilli had chosen his blunt instrument well. After all, Commander Theros had a reputation for taking no prisoners, preferring instead to make a violent example of those she defeated. She would make a ruin of Vienisi’s citizens given the chance. 
 
    “Slaughtering defenseless civilians is beneath you, Commander Theros, as it is beneath all those sworn to Bellara.” 
 
    “I slaughter as I am bidden, Arch-Commander,” she said, a tight smile pulling her scar toward her temple.  
 
    Ramses Tukhamon angled between them, a nod reminding Akhenamo to tighten his grip on Sascha. Trying not to grimace, Sascha stepped back from Theros lest the lieutenant become inclined to break something. 
 
    “Commander,” Tukhamon said, his impatience nearly as thick in his throat as it had been with Sascha moments before, “we have much to discuss. Perhaps you would like me to tell you which of my lieutenants your men will take orders from in our attack upon the city.”  
 
    Theros bristled, as Sascha—and no doubt Tukhamon—would have expected, and turned her attention to the mercenary. “The command will be mine, Tukhamon, and your Eagles will answer to me.” 
 
    “If your principe trusted you to get the job done, I wouldn’t be here,” Tukhamon said. “Outside of Bellara, we all know Licenzan soldiers aren’t worth the spit used to polish my armor.” Tukhamon tossed a nod in Sascha’s direction. “The only forces in the Seven Cities to be reckoned with belong to Rhia and Arconia.” 
 
    The knifed flashed from its sheath to Tukhamon’s neck like a snake darting in for the kill. Reflexively, Akhenamo dropped Sascha’s arm and began to step forward, but a twist of Tukhamon’s wrist revealed the mercenary captain was just as quick as the Licenzan commander. His small blade rested under Theros’s lowest rib, ready to rend a hole in her abdomen. Behind Sascha, the onlookers had gone quiet, their collective breath held. 
 
    “Do you wish to die today, Captain?” Theros murmured, her cold voice seemingly seeping along the length of her arm to coil around the steel poised to slit Tukhamon’s throat. “I’ll make it quick.” 
 
    Tukhamon smiled. “And I’ll make it slow. You’ll die screaming as your bowels seep out and poison your organs. A bad death, Commander.” 
 
    They held their ground, then, as if three heartbeats was the mutually agreed upon amount of time for such things, both withdrew their blades. Slowly, and with no small amount of reluctance on Theros’s part.  
 
    “We’re three days from the city,” Theros growled. “I don’t want to see a hair on your head or smell your Iraborean stink until we’re in sight of the gates.” 
 
    Tukhamon gave a mocking bow. “As you wish, Commander. But don’t be surprised if my Eagles have taken the city by the time you and your sorry excuse for soldiers show your faces.” 
 
    It was, Sascha knew, no small thing that the encounter had not resulted in bloodshed, or blows at the least. He said as much to Tukhamon as they retraced their steps over the small rise separating the Eagles from the Licenzans. 
 
    “My congratulations, Captain, what an excellent friendship you’ve established.” 
 
    “Don’t try your luck, de Minos,” the mercenary muttered. “I might yet find a home for my knife in your belly.” Fierce words, uttered without a shard of belligerence in his voice. But it was the moment of hesitation before Tukhamon spoke, hardly a moment at all, so slight as to be of dubious existence, that had Sascha’s mind racing and set on edge every instinct he possessed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    True to his word, Ramses Tukhamon kept his Grey Eagles—and Sascha—out of sight of the Licenzan force, though he was careful to keep the Licenzans in his own sight, sending out scouts to slink through the land between the two columns winding their way south to Vienisi. At times, they were close enough to spot the cloud of dust stirred up by the Licenzans, who insisted on parading on the dirt road.  
 
    While it was likely that Vienisi had some foreknowledge—in the form of muddled rumors and hasty reports from farmers or merchants—that a column of troops was approaching, rendering a stealthy approach somewhat moot, Sascha preferred Tukhamon’s tactic of using the trees and the terrain to mask the Eagles’ numbers. 
 
    After the confrontation with Commander Theros, Tukhamon had kept his distance from Sascha, condemning him to a silent march at the hands of Akhenamo and another Eagle, who appeared each evening at dusk and watched Sascha’s every yawn and blink with deceptively sleepy eyes until the bitter hours of the morning, when Akhenamo would reappear, tightly wrapped in his cloak, and resume his vigilance. 
 
    The silence had afforded Sascha copious amounts of time with himself, a typically pleasant prospect destroyed by the endless cycle of thoughts spinning through his every waking moment—and more than a few of the sleeping ones. Licenza’s treachery. Vienisi’s ability to defend itself. Tukhamon’s troubling behavior. The archduke’s dismissal of Cyrus. And then there was the strange brand on the dead woman. Master Diomede’s whispers in the dark about Alescuan kings and queens. Ceaseless, just as the tides, though these were borne as easily by the sun as the moon, leaving Sascha little peace with each step he took into Vienisian territory. 
 
    “Did you hear me?”  
 
    A boot to Sascha’s shoulder sent him sliding from his seat on a fallen log. He brushed dirt from his sleeve—a somewhat pointless endeavor given the state of his uniform—and looked up at Akhenamo, who looked less than pleased to have sullied his boot with Sascha’s coat. The sounds of quiet conversation and the smell of meat cooking—burning—over an open fire suddenly came to Sascha.  
 
    “Get up,” the lieutenant said, his accent putting excessive emphasis on the consonants at the end of each word. “He wants to see you.” 
 
    Akhenamo led Sascha across the Eagles’ camp. No tents here, no extraneous equipment, just a pair of cook fires and men stretching out on whatever mossy patch of ground looked most appealing. And yet there was order to the casual array and a perimeter established in the growing dark. As there should be.  
 
    The lieutenant stopped short of the group of four Eagles clustered around Tukhamon, indicating they would wait. Akhenamo maintained his stiffness, his posture impeccable, his gaze steadfastly fixed just above Sascha’s head—that is, until the moment of waiting turned into something rather longer. A fidget here, a shift in weight there. And then at last the man gave in and scratched at his long, slender nose. Sascha wondered how long he’d been trying to suppress the itch. He never quite recovered his stoicism. His shoulders sagged a little, his fingers drummed on the hilt of his sword, his gaze drifted to a game involving black and white stones and the small crowd gathering around the two players—then snapped back to Sascha with unsustainable enthusiasm. Twice more this played out, until Akhenamo succumbed at last, thanks in no small part to the sudden shouts from the player commanding the black pieces. While Sascha could not understand the words, the dark look and the threatening finger waggling in the face of the other player was more than enough. The exchange continued for a moment, then laughter rolled throughout the group, a jug of wine was produced, and Akhenamo abandoned his post for good. 
 
    Sascha sighed and leaned back against the trunk of the small maple tree near which he had been deposited, waiting for someone to notice and spit in his direction. He slid down to the ground and closed his eyes, casting his mind ahead to what the morning would bring: Vienisi and bloodshed, an attack against the very fabric of the Seven Cities. And he would be there to witness it—witness and be unable to act against it. 
 
    They would attempt to take the western wall, Sascha decided. Vienisi sat atop a high plateau, surrounded on three sides by cliffs dropping sharply to the valley floor below. Only the northern approach offered an easy ascent, a gradual rise first built up by the ancients who had decided to settle atop the rock formation and maintained ever since, but the way was narrow, and defending it required only a handful of competent archers and a plentiful supply of arrows. Of the cliffs, it was the western one that could be considered less forbidding, marked by a series of natural stairs formed when the world was young—stairs built for giants, perhaps, but far more manageable than the southern and eastern cliffs, which tended toward the sheer and insurmountable. 
 
    Of course, if Sascha were tasked with taking the city, he would have ignored the option to assault the walls in favor of a different tactic entirely, one designed to limit the loss of life. But Ramses Tukhamon wasn’t about to ask for his advice—nor would Sascha reveal Vienisi’s weaknesses to a foreign combatant.  
 
    The western wall, then. What remained to be seen was how staunchly the Vienisians would defend it, whether the sight of Licenzan uniforms would spark their courage or smother it, and how many Licenzan soldiers would fall to their deaths or be pierced by arrows before Commander Theros would lose her nerve. Sascha suspected the answer to the last question was that such a number did not exist. 
 
    “Some of my men think I should kill you.” 
 
    Sascha opened his eyes to see Ramses Tukhamon standing over him, his silhouette blocking the last rays of sunlight streaming through the trees. 
 
    “They would rather see you dead and buried than see the fortune your life is worth.” 
 
    Sascha looked up at the other man and tried to summon the words an unwilling prisoner might choose next. “Name your price, Captain. My family has extensive sources of funds to draw on.” Sascha rose up from the ground and held out his hands, palms up. “What threat could I possibly pose to the work you will do tomorrow?” 
 
    Tukhamon did not answer, choosing instead to nod in the direction of a boy hovering nearby. “That ransom. It’s time. Marcolo there has paper and ink. You will write to whichever member of your family directs the purse strings and give instruction for thirty thousand of your Bellaran gold pieces to be made ready.” 
 
    Thirty thousand. Sascha weighed the number, trying to decide if it measured up to the blood flowing in his veins, the strength in his limbs, the memories in his mind. A strange thing, to put a price on the very air one’s lungs pulled into one’s body. 
 
    It was not an insignificant amount, but Sascha had no intention of delivering a single one of those thirty thousand golden griffins to Tukhamon.  
 
    “And where shall I have your prize sent?” 
 
    “Not so hasty, Arch-Commander. You will write a second letter with that information when I deem the time right.” Tukhamon snapped his fingers, and Marcolo rushed forward, brandishing pen and paper, his lip curling in a sneer, displaying the obvious sort of disdain so easily conjured by youth. The boy stood with his feet planted wide apart, his hand on the leather case slung across his torso and resting on his hip as though it were the hilt of the blade he no doubt longed to carry. Sascha wrote quickly, using the maple tree’s trunk as a crude writing surface, then, his gaze fixed on Ramses Tukhamon’s face, blew slowly on the ink to help it dry.  
 
    “Do you remember what I told you?” Sascha asked, giving the parchment a final flourish. “About wolves and packs?” He didn’t give Tukhamon the chance to answer. “Nothing that happens tomorrow, or the day after, or the day after that, or any day between now and the day you draw your last breath, will change the promise I made you, Captain. I will destroy you. And your Eagles. Not for what you have done to me or for the ransom you demand. But for Bellara, for this bargain you have struck with that traitor in Licenza. Only the day of this reckoning remains to be decided.”  
 
    The older man’s cheek twitched, and Marcolo snatched the paper away. Sascha smiled as the boy rolled up the ransom note and stuffed it into the case alongside a handful of scrolls and two small pots of ink. 
 
    Ramses Tukhamon called for Akhenamo, who removed himself from the game—now played with serious faces and a solemn silence as the final few pieces were at stake—with some reluctance, no doubt in part due to the wine. But before the lieutenant had led Sascha more than a few steps, the captain spoke again.  
 
    “You may choose whether you wish to watch tomorrow,” Tukhamon said, his gaze not quite meeting Sascha’s in the deepening twilight. “If you do not wish to, you will remain here, under guard.” The mercenary turned abruptly, his final words still on his lips, and strode away. 
 
    Ramses Tukhamon had uttered more than a few strange things in the short time that Sascha had known him. This undoubtedly outdid them all, all the more so given the threatening promise Sascha had made only a moment before. Ramses Tukhamon, Captain of the Grey Eagles, ought to have answered with threats of his own. Ought to have shown his prisoner his wrath and fury. But Ramses Tukhamon had offered a small mercy. 
 
    The frown that formed on Sascha’s face remained there until sleep took him and sent him down a racing river of shadows and half-formed dreams. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was the chill that woke him in the deep purple before dawn. 
 
    Sascha fought back a shiver as he opened his eyes to a night claimed by thick fog. Pushing himself upright—his hand coming away wet from the dew-slick grass—he folded himself against his fallen log and tucked his hands under his arms, his clothes a damp ruin incapable of holding in the heat of his body. 
 
    It was only a moment before his chin came up from his chest—too long, when one is meant to be alert at all times, but such was the state of Sascha’s mind that he had not at first realized there was movement in the camp. 
 
    Voiceless movement, but the rustling was unmistakable—the Eagles were readying to move. 
 
    Sascha stood, calculating the lack of light—made more difficult by the fog—and the depth of his sleep to confirm his initial sense that even the first hint of grey was still some time away. His movement attracted the attention of his nightly shadow, who had strayed farther from Sascha than he had at any point the previous two nights. He held a spare shirt and an eating knife in one hand, the straps of his bedroll in the other.  
 
    The mercenary muttered something in a language Sascha did not speak and gestured indecipherably with his shirt and knife. Sascha held out his hands to convey he meant no mischief, which earned him a scowl. But the man resumed stuffing his belongings haphazardly into his sack—so haphazardly it bulged in all the wrong places and required an excessive amount of effort to close—leaving Sascha to observe and ponder. 
 
    The Grey Eagles were meant to meet the Licenzans shortly after dawn. This much Sascha had learned with little trouble in the two days since departing from Commander Theros and her company. Sascha did not think Ramses Tukhamon, for all his qualities as a captain, particularly inclined to wake his Eagles hours early simply to avoid being second to arrive. Even the satisfaction of arriving at the designated meeting place before Theros—smugly, so as to make the Licenzan feel late—was inadequate for such effort. The day ahead was likely to be long and arduous. An experienced captain would want his troops as fresh and rested as possible. 
 
    “Your people are all going to die.” 
 
    Sascha spun to face Marcolo, the boy with the letter case, the boy longing to be a blade-wielder, a true Grey Eagle. The case was still attached to his hip, the thick leather strap slung across his torso. But the boy had found a sword—or perhaps had been given one, though Sascha thought not given the way Marcolo was creeping on the edge of the camp, content to remain fog-bound and away from watching eyes. He spoke the words in halting Bellaran, his teeth biting at the syllables. 
 
    “So young and yet so vicious,” Sascha murmured. “I have known more than a few boys like you. They didn’t end well.” He nodded towards the blade. “And I suppose you think you know how to use that. I suppose you think you’re ready for the screams of the dying and the feel of another man’s blood spraying across your face. But how many lessons have you had, Marcolo? You write your captain’s letters. You trot after the company, tolerated for your uses but not accepted as one of them. How many times has Tukhamon showed you a proper grip or made you practice your footwork?” Sascha shook his head. “I’d wager not enough.” 
 
    Marcolo scowled at the words he could not fully understand, offended by Sascha’s mild tone alone.  
 
    “I kill you when we return.” 
 
    Sascha sighed. “Take your place in line.” 
 
    “I kill Theros. For her insults.” 
 
    “Ah, well, for that privilege I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until I’ve had a turn. But not for her insults. For her treason.”  
 
    A shout from within the fog drew their attention, and Akhenamo and Tukhamon himself approached, each leading horses prepared for battle. Marcolo turned to scamper deeper into the fog. 
 
    Ramses Tukhamon had eyes only for Sascha—and those eyes were red, set in a face aged by lack of sleep. The silver in his beard seemed more pronounced, more at odds with his dark hair.  
 
    “Your decision, Arch-Commander. Watch or remain here.” 
 
    Sascha waited, not looking away from Tukhamon’s haggard face. Akhenamo shifted his feet, glancing from one man to the other. “I will watch,” Sascha said. “How else will I later bear witness before all of Arconia and the rest of the Seven to Licenza’s treachery. I will watch,” he repeated. “Everything.” 
 
    Tukhamon’s jaw unclenched slowly, reluctantly, but then the mercenary accepted this with a nod. “Very well. You will remain at the rear, under guard by three of my men.” He turned and swung up into his saddle. 
 
    “You ought to tell your boy,” Sascha called out, “that he should refrain from threatening your allies.” Tukhamon’s horse shifted as the captain gathered the reins and looked over his shoulder. “Though,” Sascha said, “I suppose he will have learned from you, and you were quick to do the same.”  
 
    Ramses Tukhamon stared, though whether lost in thought or Sascha’s words, Sascha could not say. For a moment, all was stillness, the two men unmoving, eye to eye as though the distance between them had vanished to nothing. And then Akhenamo murmured something Sascha could not hear, and the thread between them snapped. Tukhamon wheeled his horse, the stallion prancing eagerly. Lieutenants shouted orders. Riders mounted. Those on foot fell into formation. And the Eagles moved as one, a wave of leather and steel and quick hooves, a pebble dropped into still water, the ripples of disturbance radiating outward through fog and soil and the last vestige of the night—the night that would see the breaking of the bonds of friendship forged between seven cities six hundred years before. 
 
    Sascha watched them go, riding west through the trees, aware of the three men left behind, of their cold attention, their resentment at being given such an inglorious task thick upon them. 
 
    West. 
 
    When Vienisi lay yet south, just there, through the trees, rising up above the green plain like some behemoth of old. 
 
    West. 
 
    Where the Licenzans slept yet. 
 
    And suddenly a great many things made a great deal of sense to Sascha, as though the knot in his mind had just snagged against the sight of Ramses Tukhamon riding west. Like a thread caught on a nail—or a sword caught in sinew and bone and broken steel—something unraveled, pulling, loosening. 
 
    “You were never going to Vienisi,” Sascha murmured, Ramses Tukhamon’s face looming through the fog to appear before him once more, every hooded look, every pause and hesitation, every word of the past days fraught with new meaning. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sloppy, Ramses Tukhamon had said. And it cost the Licenzans their lives. 
 
    The Grey Eagles ripped through the camp like wildfire, attacking from all sides at once, a rush of grey in the fog. Even had Commander Theros set up a perimeter, Sascha did not think it would have changed the course of that night. Swift and efficient the Eagles were, worthy of admiration if Sascha were not tasting the bitterness of their slaughter. 
 
    He watched the devastating attack from a rocky rise overlooking the camp, his three guards silent behind him, the swift sunrise not swift enough to bear witness to the death riding in the wake of the waning night.  
 
    It was over quickly. The last Licenzans made a final stand in the center of the camp and were surrounded before they could rally any courage. Sascha wondered if Commander Theros was among them, but the distance was too great to tell. He watched them die, one by one, their lifeblood spilling to stain the earth, snuffed out in the lifting fog. 
 
    When the killing was done, Sascha began to descend from his overlook, unhindered by the Eagles assigned to him. Perhaps this, too, was Tukhamon’s gift to him. Or perhaps the three merely wanted a chance to loot a tent and feel as though they had done their part. Sascha did not care.  
 
    He did not wander, aiming instead for the largest tent and what he was sure he would find there. 
 
    Commander Theros had, it had to be said, died as she had lived. That is, violently, loudly, and, if the dead Eagles around her were any indication, offended by the mere suggestion that she was about to draw her last breath.  
 
    She had taken five Eagles with her, perhaps more, but five were clearly arrayed in a circle, their corpses in various states of butchery—a slash through the throat of one, a set of exposed intestines on another, a third hamstrung and deprived of an arm at the elbow, though it dangled by some brave sinew.  
 
    Sascha could not say for certain who had owned the dagger buried in Theros’s neck. Perhaps the hamstrung one, deemed less a threat by the commander as she took down his comrades, only for him to fling the blade from one knee with his off hand—the throw of a lifetime, really, though Sascha doubted the blood flowing from his wounds had allowed him to live long enough after the steel found its mark to understand what he had done.  
 
    What Sascha knew for a certainty was that Marcolo had not thrown it. 
 
    The boy was flat on his back, eyes staring at the purple and orange sky, a single gaping hole in his side adequately telling the story of his demise. He had not even drawn his borrowed sword. 
 
    The sword was not the only thing still attached to Marcolo. 
 
    Sascha looked over his shoulder, saw Eagles plucking anything of value from the dead, saw his watchers eagerly questioning their comrades for a taste of their exploits so that they, too, might drape themselves in glory. He knelt next to the boy. Shifting Marcolo’s arm slightly, Sascha tugged the leather letter case until he could undo the clasp. 
 
    The contents were in disarray. Some letters were folded, others rolled and tied too tightly so that the parchment was crumpled. Sascha pulled one such free, causing the two bottles of ink to clank against each other, and opened it. The boy’s writing was neat, though not in a language Sascha could read. He discarded it for a second letter, this one in Vichian and a different scrawl. Sascha picked out a few words—grain, horses, horse shoes—along with a few numbers. A Norvichy merchant’s prices, then. Perhaps Tukhamon intended an impending visit to the city south of Bellara. 
 
    The third scroll was just as useless to Sascha as the first, which sent a scowl creeping across his forehead. Eska would have laughed and told him he ought to have spent more time studying languages—and then she would have translated it. Most likely. Sascha wasn’t even sure what language he was seeing. 
 
    “Arch-Commander.” 
 
    Sascha didn’t flinch, recognizing that Ramses Tukhamon’s voice was too far away yet to indicate that he understood what Sascha was doing. Keeping his back to the captain’s approach, he tucked the scroll back among the rest and closed the case—but not before catching a glimpse of a wax seal, not all of it, no, he was not so lucky. But whatever was on the seal, it had wings. 
 
    Sascha shifted his body so Tukhamon might have a view of what followed, then reached out to close Marcolo’s eyes.  
 
    “Arch-Commander.” Sharper this time, and with a note of urgency. 
 
    Sascha stood and turned. 
 
    “Is it your habit, Captain, of letting untrained boys on the field of battle?” 
 
    Tukhamon looked from Sascha to the dead boy—and the leather case—and back again. “He would have done it sooner or later.” 
 
    “Is that what you will tell his parents?” 
 
    Ramses Tukhamon lifted his chin. “I would think, de Minos, that you might have more pressing questions on your mind than the life or death of one boy.” 
 
    Sascha gave a nod. “Ah, but you see, Captain, you have answered my questions.” Sascha gestured to the death among the tents. Above, a dark-winged bird circled, joined by another. “You mean to take Licenza. You drew away that city’s means of defending itself, put them in a vulnerable position, making sure to antagonize their commander enough to ensure the distance it would require to mask your intentions, and now you will march north and then take the west road to Licenza, where the city, defended now only by a watch that has done nothing but amuse itself hunting and drinking ale, will fall.” 
 
    Ramses Tukhamon looked down at Commander Theros and then at his own blade, dark with blood and viscera. He took up the end of his sash and wiped the steel clean—or somewhere in the vicinity of clean. “You are correct, Arch-Commander. You asked me where I intend to live out my days, should I choose to hang this sword upon a wall and grow fat by a hearth. Now you have that answer as well.” 
 
    Sascha laughed, long and loud. One of crows above called out in response. The Grey Eagles nearby stopped what they were doing. “You cannot think me such a fool, Tukhamon, as to believe that you intend to retire in Licenza. That you will depose the principe and defend that city from the storm you know will come. And then what? Rule it? Collect taxes and make laws? You do not have the desire or the will to govern.” Sascha dropped the smile from his face. “And you cannot make me believe this scheme was of your making. Your attack here this morning was well coordinated and executed with precision. But using the principe’s anger against Vienisi is someone else’s game, not yours.” 
 
    Tukhamon’s gaze flitted to the letter case one last time, and then he offered Sascha a chuckle and a shrug. Genuine, if somewhat uneasy, and intended to throw Sascha off whatever scent he was hiding. “It was worth a shot, don’t you think? You wouldn’t expect me to admit all my secrets.” He took a few steps and clapped Sascha on the shoulder. “But come, I am feeling generous and bloodshed always gives me a thirst.” He applied gentle pressure, turning Sascha away from Commander Theros and the dead surrounding her—and Marcolo. Sascha pretended not to notice the captain give a lieutenant a jerking nod back at the boy’s corpse—confirming Sascha’s sense that something could be learned from the contents of the case and nearly assuring that he would never see it again. 
 
    The Grey Eagles celebrated without restraint—perhaps too long without a fight, perhaps spurred on by the treachery at the heart of the day, their wildness a tribute to the fine line between life and death, a line they had walked well that morning but knew they could find themselves on the other side of the very next. 
 
    The dead of their company were seen to before the wine began to flow in earnest. Eighteen in all, five to Theros’s fury. Two large pits were dug, the bodies placed with care, the faces of the living watching with the sort of nervous solemnity that told Sascha they were eager not to dwell on their own mortality. Tukhamon spoke a few words in Iraborean, and three were buried with a silver coin between their lips, according to the custom of their homeland. When the last of the dirt had been shoveled over the graves, the Eagles drew their weapons, swords mostly, a few spears and glaives, and turned their points to the earth. One by one, they thrust the blades into the soil, creating a ring of weapons around the dead, a thicket of steel to watch over them. 
 
    Sascha watched as the Eagles walked away, their grave expressions loosening, heard the first toast to victory. 
 
    “I would have thought you in need of wine, Arch-Commander.” 
 
    Sascha took a breath before turning, trying to summon a detachment he did not feel. 
 
    Ramses Tukhamon held a jug of green glass in one hand, two small pewter cups in the other. He was watching Sascha with care. 
 
    “What will you do with the Licenzan dead?” 
 
    A small shrug. “They will stay where they are.” 
 
    Sascha had expected no different. Such was often the way. The dead left for carrion-seekers, a reminder of the darkness that had overrun that serene stretch of green land long after the victors moved on. 
 
    “And the swords?” Sascha gestured. “This is not a custom I have seen before.” 
 
    Tukhamon followed his gaze. “A token of respect for our fallen friends. We cast down our steel and walk under the sun undefended, as a reminder of what we have lost. They will remain until nightfall.” 
 
    Sascha waited until Tukhamon made to leave, the wine yet unpoured.  
 
    “I have an offer for you, Captain.” 
 
    The mercenary turned back. Sascha kept his gaze fixed on the freshly turned soil, knowing what answer he would be given, but knowing he had to speak because he could not see, no matter how he turned his mind, no matter how he tried to stitch the threads, he could not see what was at work beneath Tukhamon’s plans. What drove him. What would come next. 
 
    “Choose eight of your Eagles. The best your company can offer. Give me a weapon of your choosing. I will fight them, all eight at once. And if I win, you will abandon this course. You will leave Bellara. If I lose, you will still have your ransom. I will make sure of it in writing.” 
 
    There was, perhaps, more consideration in Ramses Tukhamon’s eyes than Sascha had expected—or if not consideration, thoughtfulness, which was not the same and yet just as curious. 
 
    The offer was not a particularly good one. But what mattered to Sascha was that he made it, that he try to find a way to stem the tide of whatever malevolence was flowing through the Seven Cities. He was the Protector, after all, a Celestial Knight. He had to try. And Tukhamon had shown enough cracks in his conviction to suggest he might be swayed, if only the right deal could be made. 
 
    This was not the right deal, that much was clear. 
 
    The captain of the Grey Eagles smiled. “As much as I might like to see that, Arch-Commander, there will be no such agreement, and I would caution you against further suggestion of it.” The smile vanished, replaced by a heavy stare. “You cannot stop what is happening here. You, for all your prowess and power, are going to fail.” 
 
    

  

 
 
    PART THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
   



 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    “What she keeps to herself may be the difference between life and death.” 
 
      
 
    “She wants to steal a horse.” 
 
    “Of course she does. She says nothing for three days and now she wants to steal a horse.” 
 
    Eska, on her stomach and elbows, peered through the waving grass at the small encampment, catching the barest glimpse of yellow cloth and hides in various shades of brown, the movement of a person here and there—and the tips of the pricked ears of six or seven horses.  
 
    Casimir San-Voria shifted on his elbows, a ponderous affair, and faced Eska. On his other side, her attention thoroughly undivided, the former matriarch of the Wind at Dawn clan stared at her intended quarry.  
 
    “It wouldn’t be entirely terrible to have a second horse,” Casimir said. “Our pace and progress leave a great deal to be desired.” 
 
    Nadezha, without moving, uttered a few words that sent San-Voria’s eyeballs rolling. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I was getting to that.” He sighed, wincing against some internal pain. “She wants to make sure I mention that our chances of survival are not especially high, should we encounter a party of warriors.” 
 
    Eska lifted one arm from the dirt and flung it against the grass in front of her. “Is this not just such an encounter?” Nadezha’s gaze narrowed as Eska’s movement rustled the grass. “And yet here we sit, waiting for darkness when we could be gone from this place.” 
 
    A small hand brushed her shoulder, and Eska twisted to face Cedo. The boy tapped his chest and said, “Fast.” 
 
    He was proud of the word, one of a growing number he had mastered as their small party had continued eastward. 
 
    Eska glared at San-Voria, fixing him with the irritation neither he nor Cedo deserved. “I won’t let him do it.” Turning onto her back, Eska let her head fall to the bed of flattened grass, the first stars of twilight, free to roam the sky, glittering down on her—if stars were capable of mocking her, these surely were. “How many more days until we see something other than grass?” 
 
    Silence met her question, then San-Voria offered a quiet, “Another three days, I think. Halved, if we could all ride.” 
 
    Eska closed her eyes and sighed. “If I never see grass again, I shall consider myself fortunate. Tell her I won’t stop her. But Cedo stays here.” 
 
    Cedo did not stay. 
 
    When the last of the twilight had faded into night, a signal from Nadezha told them it was time. The former matriarch, who had fidgeted not at all during the wait, pushed herself up to a crouch. She whispered a few words to San-Voria, then crept into the gently waving sea of grass. 
 
    “She says we should be ready to ride.” 
 
    Eska nodded at the faint gleam of the man’s face, then turned back to Cedo—only to find the space at her right elbow decidedly vacant, with only the impression of a small boy left behind. 
 
    “He’ll be all right,” Casimir muttered, in the sort of way one mutters when one is trying to convince oneself. 
 
    When no sharp cries of warning broke through the night after a few moments of silence, Eska got to her feet and went to the piebald horse, checking to see that their few possessions were safely stowed and situated. A brief argument ensued, in which Eska tried to convince San-Voria that he ought to mount then, while they had the time, and San-Voria resisted—he could do it in a hurry if he needed to, she could see for herself. The hushed debate—squabble, really—ended with a reluctant and glowering Casimir San-Voria perched unsteadily on the horse after a precarious mounting that proved Eska’s point. And then there was nothing left to do but wait. 
 
    “Has she said anything else to you?” Eska whispered, the night shredding away at her composure.  
 
    “You’ve been within a sword’s length of both of us for three days,” Casimir said. “You know she hasn’t.” 
 
    True enough.  
 
    The disgraced matriarch had kept her thoughts and words to herself since walking into the light of their small fire. By the time the sun rose, the cracks of uncertainty Eska had thought she had glimpsed in her features by the light of the fire had faded, plastered over with something imitating—if not fully convincingly—the matriarch’s previous poise. Since then, she had spoken only when discussing navigation with Casimir, walking steadily alongside the horse, the bone staff in hand, refusing a turn in the saddle. She stopped when they stopped, ate when they ate, foraged for edible vegetation hiding in the grass and shared what she found—but she might as well have been a land creature swimming with a school of fish. 
 
    And Eska wondered what the future held for Nadezha of Wind at Dawn. She had tried to ask this of Casimir, a host of questions about exiles and outcasts among the Vardini, about what life she might search for and expect to find outside of the grasslands—if, indeed, that was her aim. But San-Voria had little to offer to satisfy Eska’s curiosity and had flatly refused to ask. 
 
    That flat refusal, that, too, had come to grate on Eska. The questions, the silences, the monotony—they had blurred into something with an appetite, eating away at the companionship and determined good cheer that had emerged between Eska and San-Voria. And Cedo felt it too, Eska could see, though he had tried—and with more persistence than Eska—to counter it with smiles and his eagerness to improve his Bellaran vocabulary. 
 
    “Do you see anything?” 
 
    “If you wanted to see, maybe you should have climbed up here.” 
 
    Eska sighed again and bit her lip, determined to squash the retort building in her throat—but then, no, it couldn’t be helped. Turning her head to look up at the man, Eska opened her mouth—only to see a stillness come over Casimir San-Voria, a stillness broken only by the movement of firelight reflected in his eyes. 
 
    “Oh,” he said softly. And then with more urgency, “We should, we should go.” 
 
    Eska put her hand on the horse’s neck, steadying it against San-Voria’s sudden agitation, and stood on her tiptoes. “Do you see Cedo?” 
 
    “I see the matriarch on a horse.” A pause. Eska saw nothing more than the glow of firelight over the tops of the pair of hide structures. Then a shout, followed closely by a second flew through the night. “I see figures mounting. Oh—” came the soft cry “—I think they’ve seen me.”  
 
    Eska turned and grabbed at San-Voria’s sleeve, forcing the man to meet her gaze. “Where is Cedo? Does she have him?” 
 
    Casimir San-Voria could only shake his head. 
 
    The piebald horse snorted in the way she had learned meant he was inclined to explore her arm with his teeth. Eska seized the bridle, bringing the horse’s dark eye to her own. “Your manners are appalling,” she said, “but if you help me, I’ll never complain again.” 
 
    And with that, Eska thrust her left foot in the dangling stirrup and pulled herself up to land awkwardly on her stomach in front of San-Voria. After a moment of reorientation that involved nearly kicking the man in the head, she settled into both stirrups, spun the horse, and urged it toward the commotion—which, as it turned out, was moving at great speed toward her.  
 
    Three warriors raced through the grass, each nocking an arrow to a bowstring. Eska ducked low over the horse’s neck and shouted for San-Voria to do the same. She felt his bulky form collapse onto her back, his arms clutching tight around her ribs. She was aware of his voice, but whatever he was saying—admonishment with a dash of sarcasm, no doubt—was pulled away from Eska’s ears by the wind.  
 
    As the distance closed, Eska waited until they were two strides away from the closest Vardini warrior, then, with a tug of her left hand, Eska turned her horse sharply, angling him into the path of the oncoming horse. 
 
    Both animals shied away in the end, but the near miss had the warrior scrambling to regain control over his mount—and Eska shot through the gap, straightening her course to head directly toward the small encampment once more. 
 
    “Cedo!” 
 
    She screamed the boy’s name into the night, the wind ripping at her fear as much as her voice.  
 
    She urged the horse right, preparing to circle the fire and two hide structures—and saw an arrow flash past. Flinching, Eska pressed herself lower, her wind-whipped vision searching for the shape of a boy in the night. 
 
    And then Casimir San-Voria was grabbing at her left elbow. She didn’t need to hear his shout to understand as his hand flapped into her line of sight, gesturing wildly.  
 
    There. Barely visible beyond the bright glow of the fire and between the hide structures. A small boy with a knife. A knife that would provide no defense against the arrow aimed at his chest. 
 
    The Vardini warrior was ten paces beyond Cedo. Arrow nocked, bow drawn. Staring down a child half his height. 
 
    Eska yanked her horse into a tight spin to the right, coming about so they faced the fire, the boy, and the bow head on. Another arrow hissed through the night, this one passing just in front of the piebald horse, missing, Eska thought, only because the extra weight the piebald carried had slowed them tremendously coming out of the turn.  
 
    “You might want to hang on,” Eska shouted, as though San-Voria were inclined to do otherwise, and then she urged her horse to greater speed. 
 
    Given the limited options in front of them, the narrow space between the fire and the two structures, and the fact that neither she nor San-Voria had a weapon, it took Casimir rather longer than it ought to have to work out what she intended. But then, she supposed jumping a horse over a nest of hungry flames was not something Casimir San-Voria had ever thought much about. 
 
    By the time her companion managed to express his consternation, they were past the point of no return. 
 
    It had been, she was aware, rather a significant amount of time since she’d jumped a horse over anything. The standard array of childhood riding lessons had culminated in a bit of jumping—conducted at a rational pace over smartly painted fences of an equally rational height. Fire had never been part of the training. Nor additional obstacles. Certainly a life had never depended on how well she managed it. 
 
    At the right moment—she certainly hoped it was the right moment, but there was little doubt her timing was far from perfect—Eska squeezed her knees— 
 
    —and the piebald horse jumped. 
 
    Mostly. 
 
    Through a combination of Eska’s urging, fear of the flames, and—she was quite certain—sheer orneriness, the horse carried them over the fire, if in a somewhat lopsided manner. They returned to the earth with jarring suddenness, neither Eska nor the horse quite prepared for impact, and Eska felt Casimir San-Voria sway precariously behind her. Leaning hard to her left, Eska countered the pull of his weight enough to keep them both seated and drove the horse on toward Cedo. The arrow, she saw, had been retrained on her. 
 
    “Grab him!” she shouted, unable to look back to confirm that Casimir had heard and understood 
 
    She hadn’t quite worked out the mathematics of it in her head. It did seem reasonable to believe that Casimir possessed the strength to haul Cedo up. But speed was a factor, as was the fact that Casimir San-Voria might well lose his balance.  
 
    But then, Albus had always been the one who insisted on the importance of mathematics.  
 
    “Now!” Eska shouted.  
 
    The warrior released his arrow. 
 
    Casimir San-Voria lurched with an excessive lack of grace—and, mathematics or no, Cedo was hauled off his feet.  
 
    And Eska felt a slicing sting of pain on her upper arm. 
 
    The horse, for his part, seemed to have decided that, having conquered a fire beast, there was no need to alter course to avoid the Vardini warrior. He charged onward, forcing the archer to dodge away, leaving the night open to them. 
 
    Gritting her teeth against the pain, Eska glanced quickly over her left shoulder. Three horsemen trailed her—and there would be no stopping their arrows. 
 
    And then the wind came. 
 
    Roaring through the grass ahead of Eska, it swept around them, leaving a tunnel of undisturbed air for them to pass through. She looked back again, saw the closest of the pursuing horses slam against an invisible barrier of wind, its rider tumbling to the ground. The other two horses reared to a halt, and then Eska had eyes only for the darkness ahead of her and the grey shape of a fleet-footed horse sweeping into place alongside the piebald, Nadezha like a second skin on the stolen mount’s back. 
 
    Eska pushed the horse as hard as she dared, desperate to put as much black night between them and the Vardini as possible, but it wasn’t long before she felt the piebald flagging, the weight of its many burdens finally too much for it to bear. Eska leaned back and slowed the horse, only then able to appreciate, as they came to a halt, that Cedo was tucked against San-Voria, his arm looped around the boy’s torso, limbs left to dangle, much in the manner she had seen Pietro, caretaker of the house in the Vachon Valley, carry runaway goats. Eska smiled, a laugh born of adrenaline threatening to break free. Cedo scowled, no doubt displeased with being transported in such an undignified manner, but it was only a moment before a grin cracked his attempt at sulking. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Eska asked, addressing both the boy and Casimir. The man’s face was ashen, clearly far more frazzled by the escape than the boy, and he only managed a nod. Eska reached around and placed her hand on his arm. “You did well,” she said softly. 
 
    Nadezha circled her horse around and came to a halt in front of them. Her eyes darted to the darkness behind Eska, on alert for any sign of pursuit. 
 
    “Cedo should ride with her,” Eska said. Together they lowered the boy to the ground, but a sharp word from Nadezha had them both looking up at the former matriarch. The woman rattled off a few words. 
 
    “She says no, not him,” Casimir said slowly. “She says you must ride with her. Until it is safe to walk again.” 
 
    Mathematically—not again!—the suggestion made sense. Pairing the heaviest member of their small party with the lightest would be an easier burden to bear than if Eska and San-Voria remained aboard the piebald. But it had never occurred to Eska that the former matriarch would be willing to share her horse with a near stranger, not after the silence of three days, not to mention the fact that Nadezha might have gone on to an illustrious future as matriarch of Wind at Dawn had she never set eyes on Eska. 
 
    Eska looked from San-Voria to Nadezha, who gave a short nod, her shorn scalp reflecting the faint light of the crescent moon. 
 
    And so Eska found herself mounted behind the outcast, her body instantly regretting the loss of the saddle, her hands settling lightly on Nadezha’s hips as the woman urged the grey forward. They maintained only an easy lope, but even so, Eska admired the way the woman rode, guiding with little more than light touches to the horse’s neck with her right hand, the bone staff in her left hand resting against her thigh. 
 
    They rode through the night, stopping once to drink—horses and riders—from a tiny rivulet of water coursing through the grass, exchanging few words, their passage marked only by the stars shifting overhead—and then, at last, the faint glow heralding the sun on the eastern horizon. 
 
    Only then, as they slowed their pace and finally stopped for San-Voria and Eska to dismount and walk, did Nadezha, after giving Eska a hand down, make eye contact with her once more. 
 
    “My thanks,” the former matriarch said, the unfamiliar words softening her voice. “For him,” she added, her gaze flickering to Cedo, who sat atop the piebald with eyes half closed in sleep. 
 
    “Keep your thanks. I didn’t do it for you,” Eska said.  
 
    The words might not have been understood, but Eska held the outcast woman’s gaze longer than was strictly necessary, and it was Nadezha who looked away, her jaw tightening as she set the grey horse to a slow walk, matching pace with San-Voria and the piebald. 
 
    Eska ought to have left it there, ought to have left the words brimming on her tongue in the dark of night and pressed onward with her face to the rising sun. She knew this even as she opened her mouth, knew that rest and sustenance would, if not chase them away completely, temper the sharpness of her thoughts.  
 
    “Why are you here? Why did you follow us?” 
 
    San-Voria slowed to a halt and looked back, the piebald stopping with him to take the chance to dip its head to the grass. Eska saw the weariness on his face, saw the silent plea, but it was too late. Nadezha came to a stop more slowly, then turned the grey horse to face Eska. Her dark eyes were wary, and her grip on the bone staff tightened. 
 
    “Eska,” Casimir said, “perhaps now is not the time.” 
 
    “It is past time, Casimir,” she said. “You know this. She owes us answers.” 
 
    “Owes? She is not one of your employees.” 
 
    Eska shook this off. “Even so, our lives are tied together. What she keeps to herself may be the difference between life and death.” 
 
    “Has she not earned some trust? Without her wind, I’d have four arrows in my back.”  
 
    “And what about the other three warriors? There were seven horses, Casimir. Where are the rest? Did the night swallow them?” 
 
    “She saved our lives,” San-Voria insisted. 
 
    “If it weren’t for her, they wouldn’t have needed saving.” 
 
    Through this exchange, Nadezha kept her gaze on Eska, but as anger flared in their voices, she dismounted silently and dropped the staff. 
 
    Silence descended, interrupted only by whispering grass. Then at last, Nadezha began to speak. San-Voria listened for a moment, a crease appearing between his eyes. He asked a question that sounded like a clarification, to which Nadezha responded with an emphatic answer and nod. San-Voria turned to Eska, a grimace heavy on his features.  
 
    “Try not to gloat,” he began, causing Eska to frown. “But it seems your misgivings were not,” he paused, clearly reluctant to admit to the logical completion of that sentence, “without some accuracy.” 
 
    Eska shifted her gaze to the woman, who returned the stare without a hint of guilt. “Go on,” Eska said without looking back at San-Voria. 
 
    “She says she followed our trail that day, after her people turned on her, because she thought if she brought us back as her prisoners, it might serve to win her some good will. She,” here San-Voria paused, his face twisted with discomfort, “she says she intended to place the blame for her actions on you.” 
 
    Eska felt anger tug at her chest. “After doing as you asked? After walking through the night and trespassing on sacred ground for you? After you nearly killed him?” she said, flinging a hand toward San-Voria without breaking eye contact with Nadezha. 
 
    San-Voria took a step away from the piebald horse, one placating hand raised in Eska’s direction, breaking her line of sight on Nadezha.  
 
    “Let me finish, Eska.” 
 
    Eska looked away and fought to balance her swirling emotions. 
 
    “She tracked us all day, waiting to strike from the shadows of night, but when she crept close in the cover of darkness, she saw you.” San-Voria glanced over his shoulder at Cedo, who, alert now, watched with concern on his face. “And him. You were sleeping, the boy tucked against you. And while she might have easily ensnared you, defenseless as you were, your only protection a child and a fat man well on his way to becoming a corpse, she couldn’t do it. She speaks of a great weight staying her hands, of the grass caressing her ankles as though to hold her back. And so she followed us instead, debating her choices, one moment resolved to take you back to Wind at Dawn and reclaim her place, the next convinced that mother river and mother moon meant for you to survive the grass.” 
 
    “And now? On which side of the scale did she land?” Something hard and bitter coiled around Eska, something born of memories of her mother lingering on the threshold of death, forever marked by cruel Carrier fire. 
 
    “By the third night, she had accepted that which her heart had fought against—that she has been cast out by Wind at Dawn, and that no act of supplication or vengeance could return to her that which she has lost. And so she appeared to you that night, intending to ask you to return her spirit to the grass.” 
 
    The former matriarch gazed at Eska intently, her face open to scrutiny, but pride still clear in her eyes. 
 
    “She wanted me to take her life?” Eska asked softly. “What stopped her?” 
 
    Here Casimir San-Voria cleared his throat, and Eska saw his cheeks flush. “She says the moment of my waking changed her mind. That she saw the joy in that moment, in both of us.” He tried to chase away his discomfort with a frown. “I don’t remember feeling joy, exactly.” 
 
    And Eska felt herself smile. 
 
    “I do,” she said quietly. Then, with laughter, “If only because I wouldn’t have to lift you onto a horse again.” Casimir San-Voria’s answering scowl was enormously unconvincing. 
 
    Eska looked to Nadezha, who awaited judgment with more equanimity than Eska would have possessed if their places were exchanged. Then she closed the distance between them, bent, and retrieved the bone staff at the woman’s feet. There were words she could have said and Casimir could have translated, but when she looked up into Nadezha’s eyes, when their fingers touched as she pressed the staff into the other woman’s hands, she knew there were no words that could offer the same simple understanding held within that shared silence. 
 
    Then the outcast woman turned back to San-Voria and spoke again, quietly. San-Voria grimaced at one particular phrase. 
 
    “She says they were a party of Moon on River, which she interprets as being in our favor. They are a small clan and unlikely to risk their resources on chasing down a single stolen horse.” 
 
    Eska nodded. “Good.” 
 
    San-Voria continued. “She says the other three warriors are dead. That she let them follow her from the camp and then…well, she said only that she gave them to the wind.” He swallowed as he finished speaking. 
 
    “Moon on River might not seek retribution for a horse, but three warriors?” Eska asked, preferring to focus on the immediate danger rather than the specifics of the fate of the three. Still, she could not quite shut out the thoughts of wind tearing skin from flesh, or dissolving a body into dust, just as Gabriel, dripping with that malicious amber substance, had dissolved before her very eyes. 
 
    San-Voria relayed the question to Nadezha, who frowned and began to shake her head. San-Voria paused to let her speak, and Eska watched as his pallid features showed relief. They continued a brief exchange, then the man from Parnaxes turned back to Eska. 
 
    “I have interpreted her too literally. The three are not dead, though I am afraid my translation of the truth will be lacking. But it seems that she used the wind to confuse them.” He hesitated, clearly dissatisfied with his words. “Disorient, perhaps would be a better way of putting it,” he added. “I gather that their sense of direction will return to them soon enough, and they will find their way back to their comrades.” 
 
    “That is no small feat,” Eska murmured. 
 
    An understatement, to be sure. And Eska found she was watching Nadezha once more and knew her features were a poor façade for the deep-seated mistrust of those who Carried. No doubt in the grass it was known by another name, and Eska had never met one who wielded wind, but a Carrier was a Carrier. 
 
    Nadezha shifted under Eska’s gaze, then glanced at San-Voria, clearly trying to understand the subtleties that lingered far below the surface of exchanged words. 
 
    Eska took a deep breath.  
 
    “We should go on,” she said, beginning to walk. “But if I may ask for your help, Master Crow, there is a story I would tell that would be better heard by all ears.” 
 
    Casimir San-Voria fell into step beside her, one hand on the piebald’s bridle, nodding through his curiosity. 
 
    And so Eska shared the story of the attack on her mother, of the chasm that opened in the earth at the hands of those who could alter stone, of the flames sent by those who could control fire, flames that took innocent lives and left Sorina de Caraval to die. 
 
    When she finished, the silence of the grass spread among them. Eska saw sorrow on Casimir San-Voria’s face, the deep kind, the sort of sorrow that has made a home for a long count of years. And in Nadezha’s eyes, she saw understanding. But it was Cedo who reached out one small hand from atop his horse and touched Eska’s shoulder, Cedo, who knew what it was to lose a parent. And Eska held his hand until it was her turn to ride the grey. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    “You have been speaking with a dead woman.” 
 
      
 
    Albus was not sure which was worse, the sight of the ships filling up with the Second Spears of Naxos, the namesake three-pronged spears glinting in the sunlight, or the knowledge that he was going to have to get on one of said ships. 
 
    He sat within Aurelia nox Macedonos’s litter overlooking the small harbor made smaller by the quantity of ships—sleek-hulled and white-sailed—crowding it and preparing to undertake the first of several tests and trials with the Second Spears aboard. The vessels were new, Aurelia had assured him, and together made up the finest fleet on the Anerrean Sea. Of course, being an insular place of mystery and secrecy, the fleet was unknown to Onaxos’s neighbors, both near and far, and was therefore, Albus had understood, untested. He did not speak this, sensing the pride in Aurelia’s voice as she had unveiled them by parting the gossamer curtains of the litter. The girl had grown sharper in the days since Albus’s time at the House of Stone and Water, making no effort to hide her disappointment that submerging Albus in the strange substance had revealed no secrets from the divine. She had allowed him to send his letter and seemed to have kept her promise not to reveal it to Keleut. She had even done nothing more than raise an eyebrow at the contents—read in front of Albus as he tried to summon his most defiant expression—the direct warning to Eska about the coming storm from the eastern side of the Anerrean eliciting a smile, the sort one offers to an inferior opponent, gracious and as unconcerned with his attempt at alerting Arconia’s defenses as a plains buffalo is with the dust on its hooves. She had let Albus watch the departure of the messenger, but with impatience.  
 
    Whether Aurelia was at last feeling the weight of the burden she and her twin had undertaken, as the hour of departure drew closer, or whether she simply had grown tired of the persona Albus had created for Arkadio de Ulyssey—a rather stiff man obsessed with civic duty and therefore far less interesting than his talk of secrets and diplomatic missions of great delicacy had promised—Albus did not know. Nor did he spend much time pondering this, being rather more concerned with dwelling on all the possible fates of his letter—there were so many, most of which ended disastrously in Albus’s mind. But, as Albus counted the ships for the fifth time—still twenty, no more, no fewer—the lines to Eska seemed a distant memory. The sight of the Onaxos war machine flexing its strength for the first time made his words seem like a very paltry and insignificant defense indeed. 
 
    “They are magnificent, princess,” Albus said, wetting his lips. 
 
    This was no lie. His own incompetence at sea notwithstanding, Albus understood that twenty new ships was an impressive feat, as was the ability to fill them instantly with warriors. That the warriors commanded a remarkable aptitude for withstanding pain and hunger and exhaustion was, well, there was only so much about which Albus could feel existential dread at once. 
 
    “Have you named the day?” Albus asked. 
 
    Aurelia smiled and let the curtain fall after a wave of her hand signaled the litter bearers to begin the return journey to the city of Onaxos. 
 
    “We have. A most auspicious day, my lord. The day which marks the thirteenth year my brother and I have lived under the divine light of Taalo and Toora.” 
 
    So young. That fact had never quite been forgotten, but to have such a thorough reminder of it nearly made Albus shake his head in wonder. He curbed the instinct, barely. 
 
    “I thank you again, princess, for allowing me to write and send that letter. I wonder if perhaps you might yet reconsider my most recent request, asked with humble regard.” 
 
    No longer smiling, Aurelia managed to look at Albus as though from a great height, despite the fact that they sat across from each other and Albus was undoubtedly the taller. 
 
    “There will be no such consideration, my lord. You are still my ally’s prisoner. To release you to continue your journey to Sandalese is out of the question. Surely you can understand that.” She looked to her left, to the gently billowing curtain, as though the sight of Albus was tiresome. “You may tell me you will not head straight for your Seven Cities, but there is no guarantee you can make that I can trust.” 
 
    Albus bowed his head slightly, grateful that courtesy allowed him a moment to hide the disappointment he was sure was obvious on his face.  
 
    “And will you and your brother both journey with the fleet?” 
 
    Aurelia lifted her chin slightly, keeping her gaze fixed on the faint, receding outline of the small harbor just visible through the fine cloth. “Does a shepherd travel with his flock? Does a commander lead her warriors?” 
 
    Albus gave a nod. “Understood, princess.” He hesitated. “Do the Wisdoms know?” 
 
    At last Aurelia turned her gaze back to Albus. “The Wisdoms know nothing, my lord. They are as insignificant as the fungus growing on the bark of a mighty tree. When this crusade is done and Onaxos is restored to her rightful glory on the Anerrean, the charade of the Wisdoms will end, and true power will emerge.” 
 
    Fungus, Albus happened to know, was capable of manifesting quite the impact on its tree of choice. Some were a nurturing partner, capturing nutrients, a relationship essential to the life of both. Some had more nefarious purposes, sickening the tree, stealing its sunlight and water, reducing the once proud trunk to a desiccated husk—but only once the fungus had grown enough to spread to the tree’s neighbor. At least so wrote the celebrated natural philosopher Celestille Truba, whose prolific work on mushrooms, molds, and other fungal matter could be stacked one upon the next to a height taller than Albus, a fact that had been proven by a colleague during a late night of study in the depths of the Lordican. 
 
    Somehow Albus did not think Aurelia nox Macedonos would appreciate this rebuttal of her metaphor, so he asked instead, “And your brother will lead the Second Spears?” 
 
    Aurelia waved her hand dismissively, a gesture as natural to her as reading was to Albus. “We have Strategos Tarchos and Strategos Vilius for that.” 
 
    The names were new to Albus, unmentioned during his time in Onaxos.  
 
    “And the Seycherrans? If Keleut is able to marshal them to her cause, how will the two forces work together?” 
 
    The girl frowned—possibly because she was irritated by Albus’s questions, but possibly because the Seycherrans were as insignificant to her as the Wisdoms. Albus was inclined to believe the latter. He would, in fact, have been prepared to wager—cautiously, as was his nature—that Aurelia had very nearly forgotten Onaxos did not go to war alone, or that they did so at the behest of another. 
 
    “They will have their uses, I am sure. Mine is not a marshal mind, my lord. You will have to pose your questions to my brother or the strategoi, if the opportunity should arise.” 
 
    Aurelia returned her gaze to the window, this time parting the curtain minutely with two fingers, which Albus interpreted as an end to conversation. The remainder of the return journey to Onaxos passed in silence and when they arrived at the Macedonos compound, Aurelia parted from Albus swiftly, without the usual reminder that he should seek sunlight and a glass of wine in one of the gardens, or the rarer offer to dine with her and her brother. Instead, she whisked herself away without so much as a backward glance, the servants trotting after her in haste as she spoke at them in her native tongue, leaving Albus, for the first waking moment since his near-death experience, alone.  
 
    The unexpected independence took a moment to register, but when no one came to usher Albus to his room or a garden or the reading room and supply him with tidbits of food, Albus, without quite knowing what he was doing, stepped back out into the large courtyard where the litter had deposited him a moment before. 
 
    Empty. Not even a rustle of wind over the white canopy and garlands of eucalyptus strung above.  
 
    Well.  
 
    And so Albus Courtenay took his first unchaperoned steps out into the streets of Onaxos. 
 
    He could not have said if some corner of his mind had predetermined his destination. But thirty or so steps away from the Macedonos compound, he became aware of one—if only he knew where it was. 
 
    It was not so easy as looking for a dome-shaped building. Onaxos, especially the upper levels of the city, those farther from the harbor, was full of domes of all sizes—small domes atop narrow towers, shallow domes across markets with columns in place of walls, blue domes, white domes, and so on. Of his journey to the House of Stone and Water, Albus remembered only that it was not overly long, which he supposed was in his favor. But then he began to ponder—while standing in the middle of a cobblestone street not far from the canal and system of locks that would take him down to lower levels—whether the speed at which the litter bearers trotted was significantly faster than his own. He had just arrived at the conclusion that it was, and therefore his destination was not, unfortunately, simply around the corner, when a team of litter bearers very nearly trampled him without so much as the slightest warning or noticeable concern as to whether he might like to be trampled or not. 
 
    Albus hopped inelegantly out of the way—into the path of a trio of white-clad priestesses. After a hasty apology, which was ignored by all three sets of downcast eyes, Albus decided not to ask for directions. Certainly there was no guarantee he could communicate with the priestesses, who, regardless, did not slow or so much as acknowledge his presence. 
 
    “At least I shall be free of this place soon,” Albus muttered to himself, at once wishing, with painful longing, for the comfort of the Lordican, while also reminding himself that free was an inaccurate description of his state and would continue to be upon departure from Onaxos, which in turn set him to ruminating, yet again and with considerable aversion, on the prospect of setting foot on the deck of a ship once more. 
 
    As such, he was rather out of sorts when he, after wandering here and there aimlessly, looked up and saw a dome. 
 
    This particular dome was broad of size and dark of stone. It sat atop a similarly round building offering but a single entrance in the form of a narrow, plain iron door, and Albus really could not say if this was, in fact, the House of Stone and Water. 
 
    He studied it for a moment, this time taking the precaution of pressing himself close to the stone wall separating the street from a private garden before getting lost in thought. But get lost in thought he did—would the strange temple be so unmarked? was the diameter of the building too large or too small for the chamber Albus had floated in?—and therefore was entirely unprepared for the hands, three or four of them, at least, that seized upon his borrowed robes and flailing limbs and tumbled him into the waiting embrace of an open litter. 
 
    Shoved to the floor—blue velvet and very clean—Albus sensed the bearers lift the litter to their shoulders once more and continue on at a brisk pace. He righted himself as best he could in the small space between two pairs of feet, which meant he got caught in his robes and only succeeded in twisting himself up rather helplessly. 
 
    “Arkadio de Ulyssey, you need not fear,” a male voice said. 
 
    In his moment of panic, Albus nearly forgot his latest assumed identity, but then managed to muster his dignity enough to get up on his elbows, right himself, and discover the faces belonging to the feet. 
 
    The first was a woman’s. Lined, pale, aged. Her skin like parchment stripped too thin. She wore a white headdress ornamented with a single string of pearls and sweeping robes of blue and grey. And her eyes were the deepest, darkest green Albus had ever seen. 
 
    A murky throat clearing turned Albus’s head to the other face. This one just as old, as dark as the woman was pale, and sporting a trim white beard. These eyes were a golden brown. He wore black from head to toe, except for a sapphire at his throat, and a sleek, polished cane lay across his lap. 
 
    “You are Arkadio de Ulyssey?” The man’s accent was light, as though he had a great deal of practice speaking Bellaran. And he was looking at Albus as though he very much expected Arkadio de Ulyssey to have said something by then. 
 
    “Yes,” Albus blurted. “Yes. I am. What is the meaning of this?”  
 
    “We apologize, my lord, for the inconvenience of this meeting and the manner in which it has begun,” the woman said, her voice quiet but her speech just as precise. “But we could not risk alternative methods. Please.” She extended a hand, her fingertips just visible at the hem of her voluminous sleeve. “Sit.” 
 
    Albus managed to boost himself up onto the bench of the litter. He took a moment to smooth his robe, as he imagined an Arconian noble might. Or perhaps an Arconian noble might have been so confident in his status and self as to not give two fig seeds for his appearance, however slightly disheveled. But then, Albus had seen Sylvain de Ulyssey on more than one occasion, and there seemed little chance any of that man’s progeny would, for even the slightest moment, be unaware or unconcerned with the image they were showing to the world. 
 
    “This is most untoward,” Albus said, trying to summon more haughty impatience and less nervous concern. 
 
    “You are a guest at the Macedonos compound, yes?” The man spoke again. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Then you know what those infernal twins are planning.”  
 
    Albus hesitated, unsure where to take this conversation. 
 
    “He means their intent to sack one or more of your Seven Cities,” the woman said calmly. “Don’t be so obtuse, Mernexes. We don’t have time for word games. He’ll be missed sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Albus thought back to the strange absence of servants at the Macedonos house. “You set all of this up? How?” 
 
    The woman waved a hand. “A few errands dictated by our spy in their employ.” 
 
    Albus did not think a savvy diplomat should feel surprise at such a statement, so he hastily covered his errant expression with a slight cough.  
 
    “You knew I would wander away?” 
 
    “We hoped.” 
 
    “And you followed before making yourselves known?” 
 
    “To make certain we were the only ones who did so.” 
 
    Albus took a breath, unable to delay further. “And the purpose of this covert meeting, madam?” 
 
    It was the man who answered—this time with far more bluntness. “We’d like you to poison one of the twins. Preferably both if it can be managed.” 
 
    There was no cough or other diversion in all the stars in the sky or beneath all the waves of the world to disguise Albus’s shock. 
 
    “Poison? They are children.” 
 
    “They are young,” the man said, “but they are vicious. They will be the ruin of Onaxos if they live long enough.” 
 
    Albus was inclined to agree—Onaxos and a great deal more—but he felt himself shaking his head in horror. “Who are you to demand such a thing? Why?” 
 
    The man’s mouth twisted a little. “I had thought a lord of Bellara would be eager to strike against that which intends to destroy his home.” 
 
    Albus drew himself up. “A lord of Bellara does not act in haste and hatred,” he said, which was most assuredly not true no matter how tidy and honorable it sounded. A polished dung heap of a phrase that sat oddly on Albus’s tongue. “Not before acquiring the necessary information and engaging in sound judgment. So I ask again, who are you and why should I do this thing for you?” 
 
    If there was a look shared between the man and woman, a moment of communication, however silent, Albus did not see it. The litter came to a halt. 
 
    “Your answer, my lord.” The man’s gaze had narrowed into something flinty, and his grip on the cane had grown tighter. 
 
    “Is no.” 
 
    The words were something of a surprise to Albus. Certainly the calm but clear and commanding tone of his voice was. Yes, he wanted to put a stop to Aurelia’s plans. Yes, he wanted to save his city. But murder? Albus discovered in that moment the answer to a question he had only ever had to contemplate in the abstract. 
 
    Albus tensed, waiting for hands to pull him from the litter as efficiently as they had pushed him into it, but instead the man gave a stiff nod and exited the litter—haltingly, leaning heavily on his cane. He turned back and offered a hand.  
 
    “My love.” 
 
    The woman waved him away. “I am going to the orphanage. I will return before dark.” 
 
    Nodding, the man took her fingers in his and bent over them, the picture of dignity in the face of adversity. He withdrew, and a moment later the litter bearers hoisted Albus and the woman into the air once more.  
 
    “Twenty years ago, Mernexes would have answered as you did.” 
 
    Albus glanced at the woman through the corner of his vision. She was looking through the curtain, much as Aurelia had done that morning, but then she shifted on the bench seat and faced Albus.  
 
    “It was a ridiculous notion. Unlikely to succeed. And I told him as such, but he can be very stubborn when he gets an idea in his head.” The censure was spoken with obvious affection. “Did you know the Macedonos twins have everything they eat and drink tasted for poison?” 
 
    Albus shook his head, trying to think back to the few meals he had shared with Aurelia. 
 
    “Out of sight, of course. They would never admit to such a weakness. They are beloved of Toora and Taalo, after all.” Here the woman’s voice took on a mocking edge. 
 
    “Your Bellaran is very good, madam. May I ask how? Onaxos has been hidden from the world for many generations.” 
 
    “Ah. So the secret never came to light.” She smiled a little. “I suspected as much.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    The woman looked at Albus for a long moment. A breeze blew the long, white curtain across the litter, the fabric gently caressing her cheek. “My name is Kallisto nox Philippos, and I am the last Onaxian ambassador to the Seven Cities.” 
 
    Albus gaped. He would not pretend otherwise. 
 
    “Ambassador? How?” 
 
    Kallisto nox Philippos reached up and removed her headdress, revealing close-cropped white hair and a band of red where the headdress had clung tightly. The pearls shivered. She rubbed her temple, then returned her gaze to Albus. “Forty years ago, when Mernexes and I were beyond the impulsivity of youth but not yet beset by the troubles of age, we traveled in secret to Toridium. We did so as representatives of an illicit congress formed by certain citizens of Onaxos who saw our future, or at least glimpses of it, and did not like what we saw. We sought, if not aid and alliance, at least a connection to the other cities of the Anerrean Sea. We had no plans, no real sense of what we could hope to accomplish, but Onaxos was a closed cavern, swallowing all that did not conform and fall in line just as shadow swallows light.”  
 
    “What happened?” Albus asked, as rapt as a child enthralled with a bedtime story. 
 
    “We spoke with the vismarchess. The imperator of Rhia was there as well. We were welcomed cordially and with some curiosity, as you might imagine. The imperator, especially, seemed understanding of our circumstances and empathetic. But we acted outside the will of the Wisdoms and those who truly ruled Onaxos in their name. And so, though we stayed nearly a year, in the end the vismarchess and the rest of the seven rulers of Bellara could do nothing for us.” The smile returned. Sadder this time. “Could do nothing, would do nothing, I do not begrudge them their decision. In fact, I quite admire their ability to keep our visit a secret. Mernexes and I returned to Onaxos and have not left it since.” 
 
    “And now? This illicit congress? These certain citizens?” 
 
    Kallisto sighed. “Gone, or nearly. Only one other of our small group was alive at that time. The rest are few and younger. Passionate, but,” she paused and shook her head, “without experience. I fear our hopes are but a guttering flame.” 
 
    “Hence the poison,” Albus murmured.  
 
    “The desperate choice of a desperate man who knows he will die before change comes to the city he loves.” 
 
    Albus looked at her, the depths of her dark green gaze—and the sorrow he saw there—searing into him. He opened his mouth to speak, but Kallisto cut him off. 
 
    “Do not question your decision to deny him, my lord. In the end, Mernexes would have come to regret it. Our life has taken joy from him, and it shows. He used to love dancing and music. Now he is stiff of body and mind, his heart heavy, cold, even, to those who do not know him. But he is still a good man.” 
 
     “Then if not poison, what would you have of me, madam?” 
 
    Kallisto studied Albus for a moment, then lifted the curtain with one crooked hand and took a look outside. “It is not what I would have of you, my lord of Arconia. It is what you might have of me.” She returned that gaze to Albus. “I fear my own city is lost, destined to wander through darkness until such time as she can be renewed. But I would not wish this darkness upon your city or any other. I may be able to impart some information to you that proves useful in the fight to come.” 
 
    “What sort of information?” 
 
    “There is one among our number who believes he has discovered the secret of how Felixia nox Macedonos made the Second Spears.” 
 
    Albus frowned. “Felixia nox…mother of Aurelia and Aurelian.” 
 
    “The very same.” 
 
    “You said made.” The frown deepened across Albus’s forehead.  
 
    Kallisto raised an eyebrow. “I did.” 
 
    “I thought Aurelia spoke such for dramatic effect. I did not think…,” he trailed off, then mustered logic and realism to his side. “Surely what you suggest is impossible.” 
 
    Kallisto offered merely a small shrug. “I am far too old to debate what is and is not possible, my lord. I will let you speak with my friend, and you can call it what you like after you have heard what he knows.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “It is my hope that by learning something of their creation you may learn something of their destruction,” Kallisto said, her voice taking on a steely edge for the first time. “You understand they do not suffer pain and hunger as the rest of us, yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” Albus murmured, his mind drifting back to his first glimpse of the Second Spears, covering the Plains of Naxos like snow on a mountain. “And cold,” he added, remembering Aurelia’s words. 
 
    “Exactly. They will be difficult to kill,” Kallisto said briskly.  
 
    “And how am I to meet your friend?” Plots upon schemes upon secrets. Albus felt his head filling up with them. He took refuge from that swelling storm in Kallisto’s steady gaze.  
 
    “It will not be easy,” she acknowledged. “Mernexes and I planned this moment from the day we learned of your existence in our city, and despite having a spy in the Macedonos house, it was not easily designed and executed. A good deal of luck was involved. Do you think you could venture to create a little luck of your own, my lord?” 
 
    Albus thought back to his ill-designed escape attempt—he could still feel the prick of fish bones on his skin—and swallowed. “Of course, madam.” 
 
    “The person you must meet is a priest of Taalo, or at least, this is the mask he wears. He will know you by sight. You will express a wish to Aurelia to visit the great temple of Taalo. The girl will be delighted.” 
 
    “And surely she will accompany me,” Albus said, his mind whirling with images of attempting a surreptitious meeting directly under Aurelia’s nose—and failing. 
 
    Kallisto pressed her lips together, exhibiting a touch of her husband’s impatience. “You will make no objection to her company. The morning of the visit, you will hang a white cloth on your balustrade. This will signal to our watcher to begin the diversion. Aurelia will be kept occupied elsewhere, and you will have your moment at the great temple undisturbed.” 
 
    Skeptical, Albus began to speak, but Kallisto went on. “I assure you, my lord, I know the girl like I know the wrinkles on my face. I know what will draw her in.” She placed a hand on Albus’s forearm, her touch light but compelling. “See that you suggest this visit soon. I know the departure is set for the anniversary of their birth. Your time here is limited.” 
 
    Albus felt his heart patter in his chest, her words invoking something deeper than just his time in Onaxos. Since setting out from Arconia—a lifetime ago!—he had become, somewhat unexpectedly, rather accustomed to notions of his own mortality occupying a corner of his mind. He nodded. “I will do as you say, madam. And I thank you.” 
 
    The litter drew to a halt, and Kallisto replaced her headdress, patting it at the edges, setting the pearls dancing. She reached for the handle on the litter’s door, then drew back. “My lord, there is one more thing you must know. You have been speaking with a dead woman. And before that, her dead husband.” 
 
    Albus blinked. “I have?” 
 
    “Kallisto and Mernexes nox Philippos died eight years ago. Peacefully. In their sleep, within days of each other. At least that is what the city believes. What the Macedonos parents believed and now what their twins believe.” 
 
    Albus bowed as best the litter and his seated position would allow. “Understood.” 
 
    With a smile, Kallisto opened the door. Albus clambered forth. He was not far from the place that strange journey had begun. He placed his hand on the litter’s window. 
 
    “Will I see you again?” Albus was aware this was a frivolous question, and yet the answer was suddenly and utterly dear to him. He was not ready to walk away from this tenuous connection to something that might have been hope—or at least the knowledge that there were those in Onaxos who were not prepared to bend the knee to a pair of twins, no matter how godlike. 
 
    Kallisto nox Philippos laughed. There was kindness in it, but no small amount of tolerant wisdom. “I very much doubt it, Arkadio de Ulyssey.” 
 
    Albus withdrew his hand and stepped back to allow the litter bearers room to move. They set off, brisk as ever, bearing away one small, elderly woman full of courage and wisdom and gentleness, and Albus was very sure, in that sad sort of way one can be very sure, he would never see her like again.  
 
    As the litter disappeared around a corner, her last words echoed in his head, and Albus wished only that he could have known her under his true name, that Kallisto nox Philippos had known Albus Courtenay, not Arkadio de Ulyssey, that it had been Albus the scholar, not Arkadio the nobleman, upon whom she had bestowed her grace and trust and confidence.  
 
    But then, who was Albus Courtenay to be worthy of such gifts.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
    “Like a heart from a living chest.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to spend death underground?” 
 
    Manon frowned at the question as she peered between the branches of the last trees that stood between them and their destination—Cyprian’s destination. “Most people end up there.” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked,” Luca said, giving her a sidelong glance. He returned his attention to what lay ahead of them, his gaze tracing the shoulders of the mountain, a behemoth out of place amid the flat, green plain stretching from east to west and disappearing into the southern horizon, foreboding no matter how many growing things it welcomed onto its slopes in the warmer months. The peak lurked somewhere in a cloud, though the sky was otherwise spotless.  
 
    “Fine. I suppose I’ll end up underground, just as my ancestors have. Does that answer your question?” 
 
    Luca shook his head with mock seriousness. “Actually, no. I didn’t ask about your ancestors. I asked what you wanted.” 
 
    Manon sighed and shrugged. “I hadn’t thought about it. My family has a mausoleum, and my place is marked. You’ve obviously thought about this. What do you want?” 
 
    She expected a ready answer. Something about returning to the forest to feed the worms and the birds and even the foxes. Instead there was silence, and she glanced at Luca. The hunter looked pensive, a furrow in his brow, the mountain claiming his attention. 
 
    “The ground seems very cold,” he said at last. “But cremation is…” He trailed off. 
 
    “I believe the word you’re looking for is final. Perhaps non-negotiable? Irrevocable?” 
 
    Luca laughed, the tension releasing from his face. “All of that. Still, I wouldn’t want my final home to be here, beneath an unfathomable weight of stone.” 
 
    “I imagine you wouldn’t want to be buried next to twelve Alescuan skeletons either, no matter how many jewels sat on their bony fingers.” 
 
    Luca looked at Manon again, one eyebrow raised. “You’re surprisingly cheerful. I’m not sure I want to know why.” 
 
    Manon shook her head. “No, I’m not. But I’d rather pretend to it than dwell on the dread filling my chest. Come on.” And with that, she urged her horse forward, out from the shelter of the trees into the sight of the Mountain of the Long Night. 
 
    It wasn’t until the cloud-tipped mountain filled nearly her entire vision that Manon caught sight of a sign of the Fisher King—several sets of hoof prints in a bare patch of earth. Unidentifiable as specifically belonging to Cyprian and the three men from Verdienne, of course, but the plain around the infamous mountain was known to be uninhabited, and Manon did not think the casual traveler would stray so close to the tomb of the Alescus. More than that, they had found a body strung up between a pair of trees as day faded to twilight the night before, straddling what passed for a road heading south from a small village, stripped naked and branded, the charred mark on the man’s belly as clear a sign of the dead king’s presence as could be wished for. The village had been shuttered, nothing but dark windows and cold hearths, like a wounded animal trying not to draw a predator’s eye.  
 
    It was only later, when Manon was trying to find sleep behind her eyelids that she realized the body could have been a signal directly to her—a breadcrumb to follow, a life ended abruptly simply so Cyprian could be assured she would not get lost. There, beneath the spreading limbs of an ancient oak, the night song of birds and insects drumming a persistent chorus in her ears, Manon had understood this to be the truth, understood that the king wanted her present for whatever came next—for whatever he wrought deep within the mountain tomb.  
 
    This ought to have been a bone-chilling thought. And it was. To be the object of the king’s attention, whether in favor or out of it, seemed to invite the certainty of a painful death, later, if not sooner. But the chill was offset by the barest warmth of the memory of Perrin’s face. Perhaps it was Perrin who wanted her there. Perhaps he still had the power to sway Cyprian. Whatever sleep she found that night was bought with that thin sliver of possibility. 
 
    That possibility seemed to fade with every step her horse took closer to the base of the mountain. Though the ground was rich with wild flowers in shades of pink and yellow, and Manon even saw a pair of burrowing weasels scamper across their path, there seemed a shadow in the air, not quite malevolent, given shape as the mountain blotted out the sun. 
 
    Manon shook off the feeling as best she could, but a glance back at Luca brought it rushing back, stronger than before.  
 
    The hunter’s face was pale, his reins limp in his hands, his lips slightly parted. His horse drifted onward, nose dropping to sniff out a tasty flower, directionless in Luca’s slack grip. Manon reached out for the loose reins and stopped them both. 
 
    “Luca?” 
 
    Without a word, he slowly brought his hand to his chest, his fingers groping at the collar of his shirt. Tugging it down, he revealed the glassy black mark of Cyprian’s hand—and Manon saw it was smoking. 
 
    “Luca?” she repeated, panic rising to her throat. 
 
    Absently, he looked down, taking in the faint tendril of smoke as though he could not quite comprehend. 
 
    “Are you all right? Does it hurt?” 
 
    He shook his head, a slow, ponderous movement. “No,” he said at last, the word passing like thick mud through his lips. And then he raised his gaze and sought Manon’s face. “I can feel them.” The words came slowly on a shallow exhale. “All of them.” He blinked, and his fingers tightened around his shirt. “Like the very sun has gone from the sky.” A sharp inhale. A tear falling down one cheek. Fear in those eyes, eyes that Manon had come to think of as unbreakable. “They are everywhere.” 
 
    Manon watched, helpless. She angled her horse closer, bringing herself alongside the hunter. His eyes lingered on the place she had been, seeing without seeing, locked in his own intimate prison of horror. She leaned over and grabbed at his hand. “What can I do? Luca? What can I do?” 
 
    Nothing, was the answer, though he did not speak it. And so she remained there, her fingers wrapped around his, the beat of his heart pulsing through his skin to hers, until at last he sagged into his saddle, his arm dropping to his side like it was made of iron, his eyes closing against the darkness only he could see, the unseen battle won—for the moment. 
 
    From the corner of her eye, Manon saw a plume of dust drifting above the plain to the west, moving away from the mountain, the telltale signature of travelers. Horses, for certain, perhaps a cart or two. Moving at an unhurried pace. Unexpected as that was, it was not enough to draw Manon’s attention from Luca. Whoever it was would pass on soon enough, ignorant of what was taking place in the mountain. 
 
    “We can go back,” Manon said. “To the village. You can rest.” The notion that a nap could cure Luca of what ailed him, could drive out the power of the Alescus, dead as they might be, was laughable. The glossy print of Cyprian’s gauntlet rippled with buried light as though mocking her. But Manon had no other words to give him.  
 
    Luca shook his head. “I will manage.” 
 
    Brave words. Spoken with certainty. And yet his next words offered something closer to the truth. 
 
    “This place feels like him,” Luca whispered. “But infinite.” 
 
    All the stories about the Alescus, those backed up by evidence and those of a less factual nature, agreed on one thing—that their powers had been nearly limitless. Manon had grown up hearing those stories, had thought she understood. After all, they had conquered kingdoms, destroyed cities, and subjugated proud and fierce rivals who did not break easily. And Manon has seen that power first-hand, in the shape of a city turned to glass and swords forged from the spirits of the dead. But it was only there, in the place where they were buried, where the earth and the grass and the tiniest petal on a sun-kissed flower was imbued with their cruel essence simply for being close to their bones, that Manon truly understood.  
 
    “You don’t have to follow me inside,” Manon said.  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Simply stated. Simply acknowledged with a nod that did not convey Manon’s gratitude.  
 
    Less simple was the matter of actually getting inside. 
 
    The Mountain of the Long Night was said to hold a doorway, but Manon could not recall detail beyond that. She looked up at the sloping stone and all of its smooth planes and sharp edges.  
 
    “I don’t suppose you know how to get in.” 
 
    “They say the entry was torn from the mountain by the first Cyprian, the one they called the Dreaming King.” Luca said, softly. “Like a heart from a living chest. He dreamed this place and forged it by his will alone, carving out the tombs for his father and the descendants to come.” He looked at Manon, still pale, but a whisper of a smile on his lips. “I think we’ll know it when we see it.” 
 
    “And if they made it like one of those ivory reliquaries?” Manon asked. “A puzzle box for the dead?” 
 
    Of the two of them, Luca turned out to be the more accurate. But neither of them was quite prepared for what they found. 
 
    Manon spotted it after they had worked their way around to the mountain’s southern face. She raised her eyes to the stone, searching, when a glint of gold caught her gaze—more than halfway up the slope, catching the sun. Manon indicated this to Luca, and they dismounted, no longer able to traverse the increasingly treacherous ground on horseback. After weighing down the reins with a few large stones, Manon took a moment to scour the contents of her saddlebag for anything that might be of use—even as she innately understood that the only thing of any consequence in her possession was small and bronze and already on her person, tucked in her chest pocket. A vial of Carrier substance might settle her nerves slightly, the ivory grains offering at least the illusion of power. Still, she checked the blade of her knife—Victor and Perrin both would have chastised her for the state of the edge—and slid the worn leather sheath into her boot. Luca, far more thoroughly armed, patted the horses on their necks and whispered in their ears, and then they set off, unable to avoid the inevitable any longer. 
 
    The climb was arduous, made the more so by Manon’s constant urge to crane her neck upward in search of that flashing gold. At length she gave up and concentrated on maneuvering the stretches of loose rock and steep pitches that required scrambling on hands and feet.  
 
    “Reminds me,” she called back to Luca, panting slightly, “of climbing in Caverinho.” 
 
    An odd thing to say, given that the one and only time Manon had climbed in those particular mountains, she had been with her father and a small Barca crew. 
 
    Luca looked up, a bead of sweat trickling through one eyebrow and forcing him to blink rapidly. He was moving slowly, though without complaint, the weight of the power of the Alescus a burden only he could feel. “Caverinho?” 
 
    Manon shook her head, though now she could not shake the image of Julian Barca there on the slope next to Luca. “Never mind. A place I went once,” she fumbled. “With my father.” 
 
    In search of ancient scrolls, she remembered. She’d been quite young. Her first extended journey with the Company. They hadn’t found the intended prize, an early lesson in failure made all the harsher by the news, later that summer, that Valentin de Caraval had discovered, by mere chance, while fishing—on holiday!—off the coast of Rhia, a small sunken chest containing a pair of the very scrolls Julian Barca had climbed mountains in search of. The discovery had sent her father into a spiral, a ruinous darkness that, Manon now understood, had triggered the first loans he could not easily repay. 
 
    “Manon?” 
 
    She had been staring, she realized, off across the wide plain and the southern sky, seeing her father’s face the way it had looked that summer in the mountains, smiling—no, not smiling, at least not in the way smiles ought to be. Eager, intent, determined, and possessing a certain fierce energy. But not happy.  
 
    Manon forced herself to take in Luca’s questioning face. “It’s nothing.” She turned her back and began the ascent once more. 
 
    It was under this weight that she caught sight of the gleaming gold again—and came to an abrupt halt. 
 
    Cyprian II, the Fisher King, the Prince Beneath the Moon, was waiting. 
 
    He stood on a jutting slab of rock, black cloak rippling gently, the golden skull nearly too bright to look upon, his death-forged blades resting at his sides, his dark gaze fixed intently on Manon, though she was yet some distance away. 
 
    “At last,” he called out, his voice springing across the stone and through the wind-ruled air with unnatural ease, both whisper and roar, just as it had been when he stood atop the wall of Verdienne and called for her to kneel. 
 
    And yet, for all his power to command the eye, it was not Cyprian to which Manon was drawn. 
 
    Nor was it the three men from Verdienne, insignificant as the plume of dust traveling across the plain. 
 
    Nor was it, even, the door in the mountain, visible over Cyprian’s shoulder, a yawning portal to eternity and the secrets of the Alescus, framed by black, polished stone, towering as high as the walls of Arconia.  
 
    No, what Manon could not look away from was the two additional figures, unfamiliar yet instantly known, a forgotten story clad in steel and legend. 
 
    “Bane’s bagged balls.”  
 
    Manon did not disagree with Luca’s sentiment. 
 
    They stood as still as statues, winged helmets shining with a light to rival Cyprian’s golden skull, the hilts of their swords clasped between gauntleted hands, the tips of the blades resting on the stones beneath their feet. Sentinels. Watchers. They had more than one name. Seldom spoken of, perhaps out of fear of the dead they watched over. Knights of Bellara named to guard the tombs of the tyrants, protecting the treasure—and darker rumors—the queens and kings had taken into death.  
 
    Manon had heard of the Watchers as a child—heard and not given them a second thought. The Alescuan kings and queens, after all, were not to be thought of. So too, then, was the fate of those who spent their lives on the Mountain of the Long Night, a lonely act of service to the Seven Cities. 
 
    Manon continued her approach, wary, her gaze flickering between the silent Watchers and the dead king.  
 
    “My little rabbit has found her way,” Cyprian said, his voice a caress on the breeze. “I had begun to despair.” He strode toward Manon, the dust billowing at his feet with each step, in the manner Manon had come to anticipate. He seemed to look her over, the dark gaze roving, then gestured toward the entrance to the mountain. “My namesake built this place. The Prince of Silence. I never set foot inside in my first life.” He swung his heavy, golden head back around to face Manon, the shards of his crown as dark as the skull was bright. “Tell me, does that dishonor him?” 
 
    “Tombs are not for the living,” Manon said. “The dead should not demand such fealty.” A fine notion, but one Manon herself had violated countless times. She knew the cold marble of the Barca mausoleum all too well, the smell of the wet leaves, the feeling that death sat at her shoulder. 
 
    Cyprian looked at her in silence, perhaps weighing her answer, perhaps weighing the memory of the moment lightning had split the air between them. At length he nodded toward the Watchers. “I bade them wait. And they have done so. Because in their hearts, like all men and women, they desire to be commanded. To be ruled.” 
 
    Manon swallowed. “What are they waiting for?” 
 
    “For me to kill them, of course. And I was waiting for you.” 
 
    “Why?” The word was nearly inaudible, and Manon could hardly take a breath. 
 
    Without warning, Cyprian leaned in close to her. Close enough that if not for the mask he wore, she would be able to count the flecks of ice in the brilliant blue eyes she had beheld in Elysium. Close enough to feel the warmth of his breath, perhaps even hear the beat of his heart. Her own raced beyond her control.  
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    The whisper lashed through Manon, but there was no anger or fear in the dead king’s voice. What she heard was fascination and the promise that he would bend his mind to the task of discovering exactly that. 
 
    But not just yet. He had another labor to perform. 
 
    Slipping away from Manon without a sound, Cyprian drew his dark swords in one fluid motion, the twin blades sighing into the air, his long strides eating up the ground between him and the door to the mountain—and the Watchers. 
 
     They moved as one, raising their swords, as fluid as water, as strong as stone. Nameless, faceless, and beautiful. 
 
    And dead. 
 
    It was only a matter of time. 
 
    The Watchers appeared his equal at first. They separated, one taking Cyprian’s left, one his right, a simple but effective strategy, dividing the dead king’s attention. In any other fight, against any other opponent, even Manon, who was not particularly schooled in such things, could see that a soldier beset on both sides against opponents of this quality might last three moves—four if he were skilled and some god wished his heart to beat a moment longer. 
 
    But Cyprian II, dead or alive, was not just any opponent. He had no need of a benevolent deity. He was the closest thing to a god Manon would ever know. 
 
    Each strike from the Watchers was both savage and precise, trading blows, one after the other with the sort of timing that takes years of practice to achieve and yet had become as natural to the pair as breathing. A ferocious flurry of perfection. 
 
    Cyprian blocked each deftly, unhindered by extraneous movement, his dark swords singing sweetly, his footwork a flawless, effortless weave. 
 
    Manon felt Luca at her shoulder but could not tear her gaze from the dance of death being performed in front of her—and it was a performance. She knew this somehow. Knew she was witnessing act one, the prologue, the scene setting. It remained only to be seen how many acts would fill Cyprian’s play. She knew the denouement already. 
 
    There—a breath, a moment, the air ringing still with the memory of steel on steel. The Watchers circled their quarry. Cyprian stood still, swords an extension of his hands, their tips hovering just above the stone slope of the mountain, the golden skull tilted just so, as though he basked in the sun. For a single heartbeat, Manon saw Perrin’s face, saw his eyes close as a smile lit his features—and then Cyprian moved. 
 
    Sweeping the swords in an arc above his head, the Fisher King spun, then thrust his arms out, sending a shiver of sparks down the length of each blade. The embers hissed, flared, then vanished. Cyprian looked from one Watcher to the other, turning his head slowly, mocking them with his golden grin.  
 
    The Watchers sprang once more, and it was as though the swords had been waiting for this movement, this ill intent. 
 
    Fire flared, engulfing the dark blades, and at last Manon saw what it meant for Cyprian to attack.  
 
    The dead king moved with new speed and waking fury, a brutally elegant whirlwind unleashed, devastating the Watcher on his left with a series of strikes that drove the helmed warrior back with the sort of desperate steps that death could easily track. With one more vicious blow, Cyprian sent the Watcher to one knee, the gleaming sword clanging to the stone at his feet, rattling out of reach. 
 
    A short play, then. Two acts. 
 
    The Fisher King did not hesitate, driving one flaming sword through the Watcher’s armored chest and withdrawing it in a single motion, then surging away as though on winged feet to meet the oncoming second, flames blazing to a hot white. 
 
    Only this attack he met with his bare hands. Pushing off the top of a boulder, Cyprian leaped and released the swords, then brought one palm down to meet the mountain as he slammed into it. 
 
    The mountain broke. 
 
    Not a great shattering. Not an abyss opening. Manon hardly felt the tremor, which she faintly understood to be a reflection of Alescuan precision and power, instead of the brute force she had always needed to produce more than a flickering flame hardly fit for a candle. 
 
    A fissure opened, running across the stone to meet the Watcher’s feet. The warrior darted right—the fissure followed. The warrior danced back—the fissure pressed on with renewed speed, a snake hunting its prey. The moment it caught up to the Watcher, Cyprian closed his hand and shoved his fist into the stone—and the mountain ate the Watcher. 
 
    Half of him, at least. There was no other way to describe it.  
 
    The silver-steeled warrior was submerged in stone to his waist, caught fast, his sword useless in a hand attached to an arm attached to a body that could not move. 
 
    Cyprian approached and went to one knee, then slowly raised a hand gauntleted in dark steel to remove the Watcher’s winged helmet. He let it fall. It clanged and rolled, and the sound of it seemed to echo in Manon’s chest. 
 
    The man beneath was no vainglorious youth. This was a warrior trained for a single purpose. The face was grave and grizzled, not old, but lined by the sun and the wind. Manon suddenly wished she knew a name for that face. The Watcher’s dark hair dripped with sweat. Grey eyes stared up at the golden king. There was resignation in those eyes, but defiance too, an understanding that death was coming, and a willingness to meet it head on. 
 
    The Watcher opened his mouth to speak, but a flick of Cyprian’s hand seemed to take the air from his lungs. 
 
    “I do not wish to hear you speak. Not here among the bones of my ancestors,” Cyprian said. “You are not worthy of them.” There was no trace of exertion in his voice, no heavy breathing or rapid rise and fall of his chest beneath the dark armor. One steel-clad finger traced down the Watcher’s cheek. “Your swords, though,” he said, so softly Manon strained to hear, “they are an entirely different matter.” The Fisher King stretched out his other hand and picked up the Watcher’s sword. “Forged by a steelheart, I think, one of my kind, or they would have shattered at first strike.” Cyprian tested the weight and balance of the sword, then brought it close to his golden face. Again Manon had the notion that the eyes behind that skull were closed, as though the dead man’s other senses were at work, breathing in the Carrier-forged sword. And then that golden skull returned the weight of its gaze to the Watcher. “My grandfather would have admired this blade. He would have wanted me to keep it. Not to wield, no, but as a prize.” The heavy gauntlet clapped the Watcher on the shoulder. “I have a better use.” Cyprian stood and reached for the bronze disc around his neck. Drawing it over his head, he took a step back, and then looked around, his gaze falling on Manon. Satisfied that she was watching, he pressed the disc against the hilt of the sword. 
 
    Nothing happened, until it did. 
 
    Manon saw the sword flicker, the steel passing in and out of existence like a heat mirage. And then it shattered—not into shards, into dust, obliterated, drifting away into nothingness. She watched the dust until there was nothing left to watch, until it had become one with the mountain and the air. Something deep inside her wondered, unbidden, if the dead buried beneath the stone had felt the death of that sword. 
 
    It was only when Manon looked to Cyprian once more and saw the bronze disc between his fingers had awoken, glowing with a faint light tinged green, that Manon felt the disc hidden against her chest stir, emitting a pulse that beat unevenly, out of rhythm, uncomfortably so, with her heart. She dared not drop her gaze, dared not glance down, though she was desperate to see if her pocket was glowing. Only when the Fisher King returned the disc to hang around his neck was she satisfied she had not been discovered. 
 
    He killed the Watcher then. Not as a man kills a man. But as a god destroys a life. 
 
    Manon watched, struck into silence, hardly aware of Luca at her side or the three men from Verdienne. She saw the dead king raise his right hand, saw him turn his palm toward the Watcher, saw him spread his fingers and flex them, as though trailing his hand through water—and then she saw him clench each finger into his palm, slowly, one after the other, forming a fist with exquisite care, and with each bent joint, a sickening crunch of steel and bone cracked across the face of the mountain, and the Watcher’s torso compressed, the shining armor folding in, delving into itself, the bones and blood and flesh beneath, all the things that make life possible, burst and twisted, reformed by the sculptor with the golden face. 
 
    Manon supposed the man might have screamed were his lungs something other than a pulverized ruin. The Watcher’s last act was to arch his neck, raising his contorted face to the sky—and then he sagged into himself and was still. 
 
    She was staring. She knew this but could not alter it. She was aware of Cyprian shattering the other Watcher’s sword, of him stalking ahead, the dead discarded and already forgotten, retrieving his own blades and turning toward the door in the mountain. Only when Luca’s hand touched her elbow, only when the hunter forced her to look at him, did Manon manage to shake free from the shadow of death Cyprian had cast. Luca’s concern was written into the furrow of his brow and the depths of his eyes. 
 
    “We must not be afraid.” 
 
    She was afraid, but it was not fear that ate at her in that moment, that made her tremble at the hope offered by a friend, perhaps her only friend. No, what twisted inside Manon, what demanded to be set free, was longing—a ravenous yearning for the power that could break bodies and cleave mountains.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Interlude 8 
 
      
 
    Court document dated eighteen years ago.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Court Beneath the Sun, Fourth Circle 
 
    Case No. 9219 
 
      
 
     Presiding Justice: Alderic de Ida, Third Celestial Rank 
 
      
 
    In the matter of Alexandre de Minos, minor, against Rodrigo de Minos, guardian, the Court rules on the following: 
 
      
 
    Emancipation – Confirmed by a vote of five (5) to two (2) 
 
      
 
    Justice Margessa, Second Celestial Rank ----- IN FAVOR 
 
    Justice Presaro, Second Celestial Rank ----- IN FAVOR 
 
    Justice de Ilia, Third Celestial Rank ----- AGAINST 
 
    Justice Valleux, Third Celestial Rank ----- IN FAVOR 
 
    Justice Giovella, Second Celestial Rank ----- AGAINST 
 
    Justice Orlada, Second Celestial Rank ----- IN FAVOR 
 
    Justice de Ida, Third Celestial Rank ----- IN FAVOR 
 
      
 
    Alexandre de Minos is hereby granted full autonomy over all funds, properties, and titles associated with and belonging to the de Minos family and is elevated to the vacant title of Lord de Minos, effective immediately. 
 
      
 
    Criminal charges against Rodrigo de Minos, the plaintiff’s uncle, will be heard by the Fifth Circle Court at a date to be determined.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    “I’ve fought many a battle in a ballroom or while wielding a silver spoon.” 
 
      
 
    The end of the endless grass came about far more suddenly than Eska expected—despite the fact that she had spent every moment looking for it, dreamed of it, even. 
 
    And while the Vardini grasslands were, for all descriptive purposes, flat, there was just enough subtle rolling here and there, easily ignored, especially when one has been staring at nothing else for days, as to disguise the true horizon. 
 
    As such, it was with no small amount of shock that Eska, walking between the horses, her mind drifting rather aimlessly between the theories of Erdicai Theophanes on the building methods of the ancient Nesozorean civilization and the extremely pressing question as to whether she would prefer a chocolate or fruit pastry, if offered one in that moment, failed to notice the shift in the land ahead of her and found herself but steps away from leaving the dreaded grass behind for good. 
 
    Which is not to say that what lay ahead was not grass. 
 
    Eska stopped, quite certain she would not have looked more delighted had she just discovered the lost books of Gideon, which very likely had never existed, making the possibility of their discovery thoroughly monumental. 
 
    Ahead of her, the grass was short and thick—and a decidedly greyer shade of green. Something more like a sparse, rough coat on a strange beast. And the land was pocked with small stones and slightly larger stones masquerading as boulders. 
 
    Not to mention the hills—hills!—lending a beautifully unpredictable quality to the northeastern horizon and the trees—a wonder!—rising just ahead to darken the east. 
 
    “Velsperg,” Eska whispered. She looked to San-Voria, hardly daring to believe her eyes. “We’ve made it. This land is part of Velsperg.” She frowned before Casimir could answer. “Or are we too far north to hit the triad? Is this already Skagenskor?” 
 
    Nadezha shook her head, having caught the names tripping off Eska’s tongue. 
 
    “Velsperg,” she confirmed, then pointed toward the southeast, where the trees faded into a pair of hills. “City.”  
 
    And a city sounded very good to Eska. Suddenly the idea of pastries returned. Pastries and a long slow soak in a harrow root infused bath. She and San-Voria had shared the last of his powder the night before, carefully tapping equal portions from his pouch into their palms. Nothing more than a taste, but Eska had relished the sensation, brief and insubstantial as it was. 
 
    In unspoken agreement, the small party angled their horses to the southeast. 
 
    “Have you been to Velsperg, Casimir?” Eska’s mind was racing through everything she knew of the city. 
 
    “No, I only know what I have heard.” 
 
    Eska waved this off. “Still, I’ll be able to find supplies and send messages home and to Anderra, in the hopes of one finding my uncle.” A thought brought on a quick frown. “I suppose I’m rather without funds at the moment. Perhaps my name will be of some use. I believe my mother visited Velsperg early in her career. The triad might well remember her.” Another thought, this one flitting by swift as a sparrow. “Casimir, who is the triad now? Is that ancient one still alive? What was his name?” 
 
    San-Voria wrinkled his forehead in thought. “Talhausen? Is that one?” His face lit up. “Rohr. I’m certain of that one. And the third might be Hummeldorf, though they’re always vying with, oh, now I’ve forgotten—” 
 
    “Ursenbek.” Nadezha supplied the missing piece. “Talhausen, Rohr, Ursenbek. Triad.” 
 
    Eska repeated the names to herself under her breath, but doing so failed to unearth any useful information about the trio of families ruling Velsperg and its surrounding territory. Still, she was not entirely adrift. The triad was notoriously factious, no matter which families held the title, and Eska clearly remembered her mother telling her once that they were exceptionally talented at turning on each other with a—literal or figurative—knife. As they had no significant standing on the Anerrean, certainly not when compared to their more powerful neighbor, the kingdom of Skagenskor, they were frequently left to do exactly that, their various stabbings and poisonings and seizures (and re-seizures) of power impacting only their own people. They might easily have been absorbed by Skagenskor if it were not more convenient to keep them as a buffer with the clans of the grass, not to mention that they had no viable port or place of harbor, instead relying, thanks to a notoriously rough and rocky coast, on small fishing villages that could not accommodate anything larger than a dinghy and on the river traffic that flowed north and south. 
 
    In short, Velsperg was a nonentity, allowed to endure simply because no one wanted anything to do with it. 
 
    Which suited Eska well enough. 
 
    She was possessed of enough confidence—for better or for worse—to expect she could successfully navigate Velsperg’s internal turmoil, nor was her presence likely to attract a great deal of attention or unwanted interest, not when Ursenbek was occupied with assassinating Rohr and Rohr fixated on dismantling Talhausen—and so on. Unlike Skagenskor.  
 
    The kingdom east and north of Velsperg was proud and old—and long resentful of Bellaran influence on the Anerrean Sea. While the last sea skirmish between the Seven and Skagenskor had occurred when Eska was a small child, there had not been a Bellaran ambassador in the court of Skagenskor for more than a decade. Testing that particular relationship was not something Eska wished to do, especially when her position as aide to the ambassador-superior of Arconia made her an official personage in the eyes of both governments. 
 
    No, best to gather what support and supplies she could in Velsperg and bypass Skagenskor entirely, if possible. Perhaps she could commandeer a dinghy… 
 
    “Eska.”  
 
    She turned and looked up at San-Voria, who was taking a turn on the piebald. To say he had recovered from the trauma of the poison Nadezha had inflicted on him was not a lie, but there was little about him that looked healthy. The long days of travel had left dark circles under his eyes, made all the more obvious by his pale complexion. His breathing was often labored and required extensive time to slow after exertion, such as when mounting or dismounting. Most concerning, he had a slight tremor in his left hand—noticeable only when his arm was extended fully—and Eska was sure his underlying illness, whether tumor or infection or blood disorder, had progressed. How many stages of progression there might be, she could not venture to guess. She only knew that Casimir San-Voria, revolutionary, exile of Parnaxes, was closer to death than when she had first set eyes on him. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “What do you intend to do with them, when we reach Velsperg?” 
 
    It was a question she had considered here and there, in a sleepless patch of night or during a quiet moment while the grey horse swayed beneath her, not devoting any extraordinary amount of thought to it simply because she had no answers. 
 
    It also wasn’t, exactly, the right question. 
 
    “I think you mean what am I to do with all of you, Casimir.” 
 
    San-Voria snorted. “I am a grown man. I have graced this world with my presence without your assistance for a great many years. 
 
    Eska allowed herself a smile. “Indeed. But just as you are a grown man, Nadezha is a grown woman, and yet you ask me what I intend to do with her.” 
 
    San-Voria waved a hand. “She is not accustomed to being away from her people. She will need your help.”  
 
    “And you are very ill,” Eska said quietly.  
 
    San-Voria’s face twisted in a grimace, but he did not refute this. 
 
    “Cedo, then,” Eska went on, willing to allow Casimir his reluctance.  
 
    “He seems quite attached to you,” San-Voria said after a moment. Another pause. “Of the three of us, you are the best choice.” 
 
    “Choice?” 
 
    “To look after him.” Casimir looked down at Eska and held up a finger before she could speak. “You have a home, for one. A family. A fortune. A name.” Eska tried—unsuccessfully—not to frown. “I’m not forcing you to be his mother.” 
 
    Eska let out a short laugh—the uncomfortable kind. 
 
    “I only mean you can give him advantages in life. Advantages I cannot. Especially since you have decided I am old and dying.” San-Voria smiled, then nodded his head toward Nadezha. “Advantages she cannot, though they share close ties.” 
 
    Eska studied the gap between the two hills ahead for a long moment. “You think I should take him back to Arconia.” 
 
    “I do. Give him books to read. You’ll enjoy that.” 
 
    She could hear the kindness and the humor in his voice. Still, the hills seemed extremely fascinating.  
 
    “I have never wanted children, Casimir,” she said at last. 
 
    She stared on at the horizon, readying herself for the usual reaction, the usual dismissal and assurance that her mind would change. 
 
    But Casimir San-Voria merely accepted this, saying only, “Then be his mentor.”  
 
    In truth, she knew he was right. Had known this since the boy saddled a certain ornery piebald horse and rode away with her. Cedo’s options were slim, and Nadezha and San-Voria were in no position to do more than wish him well. She could try to settle him in Velsperg, but without a secure future, he was as likely to end in a gutter as under a roof. 
 
    “What if he doesn’t want to go?” There was uncertainty in her voice. She didn’t try to pretend otherwise. “What if he’s unhappy there, so far from home?” She looked to San-Voria. 
 
    The man smiled again. “Look at him.” 
 
    Eska looked. Cedo raced ahead of the horses, dashing after a butterfly, laughter on his lips, his arms spread wide like a bird. 
 
    “He is strong, Eska. He has lost his parents. He has now lost his home. And while he is young, I can tell you that he understands this.” 
 
    Eska thought of the boy’s hand on her shoulder, a silent recognition, wisdom beyond his years. 
 
    “And yet,” San-Voria continued, “he thrives still. He will be all right. There will be grief and pain, yes, but Cedo will not hesitate to seize whatever chance he is given.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At the least, Velsperg was attractive, as far as cities go. 
 
    Nestled at the juncture of two rivers and between the pair of hills—with a general smattering of pleasantly rolling countryside in the surrounding vicinity—the city rose up from the shining waters, the stone of its walls a pale, golden hue that caught the light rather well. 
 
    But unlike Arconia, whose walls had been expanded with the city, never failing to fully encompass it, Velsperg had sprawled over time, and evidently the expense of tearing down and erecting new walls had been deemed excessive. The old city, invisible behind the wall but for a pair of slender towers rising above to mimic the hills that framed the city, remained safe behind the wall, while to the north, Velsperg was a patchwork city left undefended—unless one counted the guardhouse outside which a lone sentry acknowledged their arrival with an astonishingly loud snore from his position on the stoop of said guardhouse, floppy hat tilted to keep the sun off his face. 
 
     Eska looked at San-Voria and Nadezha, both of whom shrugged, then continued to lead their small party under the open stone arch attached to the guardhouse and into the outskirts of the city.  
 
    Their arrival, however, did not go unnoticed. No sooner had they traded the dusty ground for a—poorly kept—stone street beyond the arch, then a slew of children began to gather, each proclaiming loudly to be selling the finest, well, anything in all of Velsperg. Adorned with trays attached to their torsos by rope harnesses, the children offered beaded trinkets, clay wares, cherries, bread, and tin jewelry stamped with indecipherable symbols. One particularly entrepreneurial child stood on makeshift stilts to gain a height advantage over her competitors as she hawked replacement bootlaces. Her own feet were—perhaps somewhat predictably—bare. 
 
    Eska pushed her way through the crowd as gently as she could, guiding Cedo on the piebald horse, offering smiles and attempting to communicate the state of her nonexistent purse, and, after a good deal of persistence, the children sought different prey, scampering off to try to coax a pair of women bearing bundles of clean linens into parting with some of their coin. 
 
    The process was repeated farther along the stone street after they passed into a section of the city marked by sturdier building materials and a stone fountain—dry, and evidently for a rather long time—set into the middle of the roadway. Here, however, the vendors were older, their offerings were marginally more sophisticated, and they shouted less—though the bread on display was not nearly as fragrant. They also were more easily brushed aside. 
 
    In the distance, glimpsed between warehouses, she could see flashes of brown-blue river and a handful of barges tied at the wharf.  
 
    In the shadow of the wall, the city was trying very hard to mimic what Eska was sure she would find inside the wall. Neat, multi-story buildings. Tiny attempts at gardens. Colorful awnings strung over entrances. A market occupied a widened section of road, these vendors selling strictly from behind their counters, clearly too dignified to leave their stalls. Here the wares were striving for elegance—something that wasn’t silk but pretended to be, bronze figurines dressed up in gold leaf, perfumes that excelled at being something other than subtle. An abandoned building project adjacent to the wall looked to be the site of a new bathhouse, though whether it had foundered for a lack of funds or due to the feuding of the triad, Eska could not guess. Perhaps both. 
 
    Only once they reached the wall to the old city were the travelers appraised as something other than potential buyers. Here, under an arched gate sealed with a pair of iron doors, a trio of pike-wielding guards greeted them with grim faces while a fourth, this one preening within his impressive, braided beard and red cloak, barked at them. 
 
    “It’s a cruel place that keeps its gate shut to its own people when no danger threatens,” Eska murmured. She caught a glimpse of San-Voria nodding in silent agreement, then stepped forward to begin that ungainly dance of communication between strangers who do not share a language. 
 
    Eska’s limited Skadish—no more than a few basic words and the phrase Bellaran sailors have big balls, which was likely not to be of use in Velsperg or its larger neighbor with which the city shared a native tongue—allowed her to ascertain that the guard in the red cloak desired their names and places of origin, as well as their purpose in the city. Eska watched him record, in painstakingly precise letters, her name—which managed to earn four extra letters in the process—then the rest of the party. He gave up on Nadezha, scratching it out three times as Eska attempted to correct him before stabbing through the paper and tearing everything after the N. All went smoothly enough, though—and she even earned a small, unintended glance at the name of Arconia—until she mentioned Vardini, at which point the guard promptly turned his head—only a little—and spat at the dust-covered stones between him and the hooves of the grey horse the outcast matriarch rode. From there on, coaxing him out of a stubborn glare and steadfast refusal to allow them entry became an arduous affair. 
 
    “Well really,” Eska muttered after a particularly vehement statement ushered forth a hasty three-pronged spit. “You know, there’s a Callonican tribe that considers spitting an act of war,” she said. The red-cloaked guard narrowed his gaze at the strange words, clearly fearing she had uttered a vile insult. Eska threw up her hands and turned to her companions, at a loss, only to see Nadezha had taken the piebald’s reins from Cedo. Offering Eska a look that said she was entirely unsurprised, the woman turned the two horses and began to ride back the way they had come. When Eska faced the guards again, the red cloak’s lip curled in disdainful triumph, and he emphatically blotted out the names of the two Vardini in his logbook. Eska stepped close to him, close enough to smell the faint hint of pipe smoke in his beard—close enough for the curl to drop from his lip. 
 
    Eska jabbed at the silver badge on his cloak—a badge that showed the twin towers of the city in the hands of a blindfolded woman and that also happened to be inscribed with a name. 
 
    “Ursenbek,” she said, taking care to put enough danger in her voice to give meaning to the words that would follow, words he would not understand. “I could be promising to slit your throat in the dark of night,” she whispered. “I could be invoking the power of Talhausen and Rohr, threatening to topple your patron from power. And where would that leave you?” She patted his cheek as he blinked. “I could do it. I could tear this triad apart if I wanted to.” And then Eska smiled and stepped away, leaving the man’s face flushed as he fumbled for his paper and his words. Finding neither, he turned back to the trio of guards and shouted an order with far more force than necessary. 
 
    Eska looked over her shoulder at San-Voria, who raised an eyebrow. “I might just believe you,” he said. 
 
    Eska shrugged. “Given enough time, it wouldn’t be a lie. I learned from the best.” She nodded after the retreating forms of Nadezha and Cedo. “Go with them. I won’t let them face further harassment.” 
 
    San-Voria squinted up at the wall, then looked around Eska as the iron doors began to open. “And leave you in there alone?” 
 
    Eska smiled. “I survived the grass, didn’t I? I know a thing or two about cities and proud aristocrats and feuds. I’ve fought many a battle in a ballroom or while wielding a silver spoon. Besides, you alone among us have coin and can see them fed. I’ll be all right, Master Crow.” And then Eska winked and was gone, giving San-Voria no chance to protest. Striding forward through the doors, she stopped only to reach out and latch onto the red cloak, startling him off balance as he grumbled complaints to his comrades. 
 
    “Eska de Caraval from Arconia,” she said again, taking care to pronounce it clearly. Then she pointed up the main thoroughfare—to nowhere, but assuming the seat of the triad lay at the heart of the city. “Take me. Now.” 
 
    He did, though not without enough venomous glances to make a snake envious. She ignored him, which sent a vein on his temple into such spasms she was almost convinced he might burst something in his skull. Sadly, this did not occur, and he led her in stony silence up the wide boulevard of Velsperg.  
 
    The street was quiet, lacking the bustle of the outer city. No laundry hung from windows, and the neat flower boxes were entirely without charm, as though they were following a prescription rather than the will of nature. The stones of the street were tidily kept, unlike their kin outside the wall, and Eska saw nary an intrepid blade of greenery poking through to the sun. The occupants of the old city were tidy as well, unnervingly so. Children walked. A dog trotted with purpose, failing to sniff a single thing in its path. A pair of well-dressed women wore high-necked dresses and bonnets that seemingly had an iron grip on every strand of hair beneath. And the bearded men spoke in reserved tones—as though they had never had cause to raise their voices—and sported lacy collars that threatened to turn them into the sort of table linens that might grace the tables at the de Caraval summer house in the Vachon Valley. 
 
    By contrast, Eska, with her dusty, stained clothes—the spots of brown were debatably identifiable as dried blood—and her loose, unkempt hair, was a conspicuous anomaly, like a vibrant wild sunflower in a garden of tiny, white blooms with their faces turned down from the sun, clumping together for safety or out of a fervent desire to be boring.  
 
    As such, she attracted a great deal of attention, which earned only further scowls from the red-cloaked guard and resulted in a small crowd having formed by the time they entered a large plaza fronting a grand building—as grand as it could be when it ought, given its width, to have been rather taller than it was. Indeed, the building, despite its wide steps, stately columns, and imposing frieze set between the gentle slopes of the roof, was awkwardly squat. Eska suspected there was a sorrowful spirit of an architect roaming the old city, cursing the descendants of the triad that had neglected to carry the vision to completion.  
 
    And as luck or some mischievous deity would have it, rather than being ushered inside to the cool dimness beyond the open door tucked behind the array of grim columns and presented to the triad in private, a coterie of figures began descending the steps just as Eska and her escort reached the base. Three of the figures were unmistakable, even for a stranger, as anything other than the three heads of the families making up the current ruling triad of Velsperg.  
 
    It was the hats that did it. 
 
    Red, round, tall, and vaguely conical, but with a strange shape at the top that Eska could only liken to the leaves supporting the petals of a flower—only upside down. Which made the three heads wearing the hats the blossoms, a notion that brought Eska face to face with the triad of Velsperg while biting back a laugh that was difficult to pass off as anything but. 
 
    Surrounding the three hat-wearing figures were hangers on in various states of poise and elegance. One trailed his master—trotting to keep up—with a bundle of scrolls unspooling in the sort of fashion that suggested he’d soon be carrying nothing but empty air. Another, cadaverously thin, kept a tight grip on the leads of a quartet of hounds as long and lean as their keeper. A third was weeping openly, and just as openly ignored by the hat-wearer whose heels she clung to. 
 
    Most conspicuous of all, however, was how divided the figures were into three parties, with as much distance between the three hats as the steps allowed, as though each was content to pretend the others did not exist. 
 
    Eska sighed. 
 
    And then smiled. 
 
    Her escort bowed low to each hat—the middle one first, allowing Eska to identify the man beneath the hat as Ursenbek, the guard’s patron—as they slowed their descent and came to a halt. 
 
    The red-cloaked guard, after uttering something Eska took for an apology for the disruption, announced her, getting the syllables mostly correct. It was the name of Arconia that mattered most, however, and this he pronounced admirably. Eska was pleased to see the faces arrayed in front of her display a mixture of surprise and apprehension. Only two managed to maintain their expressions of tolerant boredom—and neither of those were adorned with a red hat. Eska made a note of their faces and then offered a slight incline of her head to each member of the triad. 
 
    Ursenbek frowned beneath his dark beard and snapped his fingers in a nebulous direction, which was enough to summon to attention a woman in his retinue. She stepped forward, listened to quiet instruction from her master, and then opened her mouth and spoke in tolerable Bellaran. 
 
    “Greetings, Lady de Caraval of Arconia. The House of Ursenbek bids you welcome to our city.” 
 
    At which point the other red hats, hearing the name of their rival spoken aloud, broke out in Skadish, leaping at the obvious display of treachery, desperate to be on equal footing. In her mind, Eska’s eyeballs rolled out of their sockets and back down the steps to the plaza. Her smile, however, did not waver. 
 
    Two more aides were summoned, each speaking over the other and both with far less ability than the woman of Ursenbek, so that Eska was welcomed in a jumbled, incoherent way by the houses of Talhausen and Rohr. She shared her smile with each and nodded her thanks, but it was the first on whom she fixed her gaze, determined to do what she could to have a two-way conversation, rather than a three-part parrying match that forgot her entirely. 
 
    “I seek an audience with the triad and aid,” Eska said, after speaking words of thanks in Skadish. She might have gone on. Might have mentioned her plight of the grasslands. Might have invoked her father’s name and position as vice-chancelier of Arconia. But Eska had learned from her mother long ago that often the best course of action was to say as little as possible.  
 
    And Sorina de Caraval was proven right again. 
 
    Whether curious about her appearance or spurred into action by her name and her city, a silent glance was exchanged between Ursenbek, Rohr, and Talhausen, and an equally silent agreement was made—perhaps, Eska fancied, the first and only decision they would arrive at unanimously and without argument. As one, the triad turned and retreated from whence they came, their processions swiveling to follow. 
 
    Eska’s escort’s face twisted with vehemence as the hopes of a swift rebuke he had no doubt been harboring vanished in an instant, and he made to grip her by the elbow as though she required dragging up the steps. She stepped out of reach just as a cane descended to whack the guard on the forearm. He jolted back, nearly slipping off the step he stood on—and then a figure clad in black and grey stepped into Eska’s view. 
 
    “Please forgive his lack of courtesy, Lady de Caraval.” 
 
    The man’s accent was not unobtrusive, but he spoke clearly enough and with confidence—the sort of confidence that often accompanies a face as pleasing as the one he possessed. The face also happened to be one of the two that had maintained composure at Eska’s introduction. He smiled from within his neat beard, his cane—adorned with the golden head of a swan—sliding back into position at his side.  
 
    “Perhaps I might escort you within?” 
 
    He offered his other arm, either oblivious to the dust and grime on Eska’s clothing and person or willing to take a calculated risk for gains she could not yet discern. Somehow he did not seem oblivious.  
 
    She accepted his arm. 
 
    “Might I enquire after your name, sir? You have the advantage of knowing mine already.” 
 
    They began to ascend the steps, the cane proving to be of genuine assistance rather than a mere affectation. 
 
    “I have a great many names, I’m afraid. A herald of your city might stumble over several of them.” 
 
    “More names than the number of steps remaining?” 
 
    The man smiled. “Nearly. I am Baron Kaspari Hamilcar Axel Lohengrin Siegismar Talhausen. But you would honor me if you called me Axel.” 
 
    “Talhausen,” Eska said as they reached the top of the steps and paused in the shadow of the closest column. “And a baron at that. Does that make you the heir of the House of Talhausen, next to vie for a place in the triad?” 
 
    The baron acknowledged this with a nod. “It does.” 
 
    Eska smiled again, letting the man read what he wished in that, but then said, “Then I have just become a piece in the game you are playing.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth twitched slightly before he smiled. “You are not wrong, Lady de Caraval, but I hope that does not require a cessation of pleasantries between us.” 
 
    “Then our hopes are the same, Baron Talhausen,” Eska said. The baron offered her his arm again, gesturing to the yawning door in front of them. “Still,” she went on, “I think it best if I enter unattached. You have your aim, Baron,” she pushed onward as he began to protest, “and I must stay true to mine.” Eska smiled again, this time with all the sharp edges exposed, and swept—if one could be said to sweep while wearing travel-stained clothes—past the baron and into the unknown. 
 
    The great hall of the triad of Velsperg was a place of dark wood and bronze. Elegant beams laced together above Eska’s head. Sheets of hammered bronze, divided by time-polished timbers, formed the walls, the gleaming metal rippling with marbled, muted light emanating from a glass and iron sconce mounted to each timber. 
 
    Ahead of Eska, three chairs, identical in every way and carved from the same dark wood, stood upon a dais. Above them hung three banners emblazoned with the various shields and swords and creatures chosen to represent the Houses of Talhausen, Ursenbek, and Rohr. 
 
    The figures in the red hats were not, however, seated in the chairs. Instead, they were arrayed across the floor much as they had been on the steps, distinctly separate, as though the only thing keeping Velsperg’s walls from tumbling down was the existence of a precise gap between them. A tripod of sorts, but an unfair comparison—to the tripods, that is, the legs of which were inclined to work together, not at cross purposes and with hatred a nearly visible presence between them. 
 
    Eska watched the baron slide into the group on her right, next to and just behind the woman in the red hat. He leaned forward to speak almost imperceptibly in her ear. She, beneath her hat and a mass of grey curls, made no acknowledgement of this, staring with disapproval—not at Eska, but at the chamber in general.  
 
    The spokeswoman of Ursenbek—advisor? scribe? secret assassin capable of poisoning her master’s enemies while speaking Bellaran?—addressed Eska a second time. 
 
    “The triad is due to pray before the altar of our holy Father, Lady de Caraval, but they will hear you.” 
 
    Ah. A thinly disguised order for brevity. If Eska let them, they would be resolved to forget about their inconvenient guest the moment they knelt before this altar and turned their minds to humbly praying for the deaths of their rivals.  
 
    They could try. 
 
    “Your piety moves me, Masters of Velsperg, and I find my heart longs for spiritual sustenance. I beseech you, no, I beg of you, let me pray at your side. Long have I felt the absence of divine guidance. Let me find succor here, on my knees.” 
 
    Eska waited a breath, then dropped to said knees. The floor was not gentle. She bowed her head, a show of supplication conveniently able to hide her wince of pain, and clasped her hands to her chest. 
 
    Albus would have launched into a tirade against organized religion—a tirade Eska had no need of hearing, of which he was well aware. Sascha would have laughed and applauded her performance. Sascha. For a moment, as the memory of his laughter on a sun-streaked morning filled her senses, Eska’s embellished distress lost something of its veneer, but then she heard footsteps approaching.  
 
    Eska ventured to raise her head as the third hat came to a halt in front of her. This one was a small man wearing a neat brown beard, trimmed so scrupulously it seemed to Eska a nod to fashion and tradition rather than a personal choice. He also was draped in the largest lacy table linen yet, the hem falling well over his shoulders. And he looked at Eska with kindness—but the sort that was born out of righteous superiority—then went to his knees, a dignified motion carried out fluidly as though from much practice, took her hands in his, and spoke. Eska caught the word for child, but then the red hat from the House of Rohr released her and gave a flick of his fingers over his shoulder. His attendant rushed forward to offer a halting translation, announcing that Eska was welcome to join the House of Rohr at the altar of Wodefrey. 
 
    At which point Ursenbek and Talhausen made it clear this was also their fervent desire. 
 
    A fuss followed, which Eska ascertained to have something to do with her appearance, and two attendants, one of Ursenbek and one of Rohr, began to argue over what was to be done, as she could not, naturally, be brought before Wodefrey in such a state. At length, some resolution was apparently reached, and Eska was ushered—amid a flurry of Skadish—into the depths of the hall of the triad, passing underneath the three banners to reach a small rear door—one of three, naturally. 
 
    Before she was bundled through, Eska glanced over her shoulder. There, standing between the Countess Talhausen and another woman. The heir. And though his mother and the third member of the House of Talhausen were engaged in animated conversation, the baron had eyes only for Eska. He dipped his head in acknowledgement of her tactic, his eyes suggesting there was a smile hidden in his beard, and then she was swept out of sight.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Meeting Wodefrey, holy Father of Velsperg and the neighboring kingdom of Skagenskor, was a rather laborious and detailed affair, it turned out. 
 
     First, Eska was decked out in grey. Not just a grey dress, no, a grey dress in possession of seemingly infinite layers of skirt, grey slippers, and a grey hat that would fail to, under the assessment of any critical eye, hide the hair that so desperately needed a thorough wash. Thus Eska was forced to conclude that Wodefrey’s eye was not overly critical. 
 
    Rather suspecting that she was being trussed up like a convert, Eska allowed herself to be led back out into the great hall, at which point she was inspected wordlessly by the triad—poked at, even, by the long finger of Countess Talhausen. Evidently she was deemed satisfactory, though the pursed lips and stern faces that looked back at her told a different story, and the whole contingent exited the hall and began a dignified parade across the plaza after some reshuffling to determine whether Eska ought to be displayed near the front or sequestered near the rear. In the end, they settled for mid-herd, behind the red hats and their highest ranking attendants, but in front of those Eska took to be employees and lesser family members. Notably absent was Baron Talhausen.  
 
    The cathedral of Wodefrey suffered the same curious affliction of proportion as the great hall—broad of base, as though the foundations nurtured dreams of grandeur, but failing to soar significantly higher than its less important neighbors. Indeed, Eska realized as the group approached across the plaza of pale stone, the only buildings within the old city that dared to strive for the sun and stars were the two towers, visible from the central plaza, their dour stone faces standing guard over the city. The rest of the city was an even landscape of red tiles, as though some law existed that prohibited building above a certain height. Perhaps there was. 
 
    But what the cathedral lacked in height it made up for with countless stone faces—set into the roofline, swarming up the four corners of the building to cover the four matching pyramidal peaks, all staring down at those who sought the altar of Wodefrey. Some appeared angry. Some had the look of surprise. But most, Eska saw, seemed beset by terrible pain. 
 
    Albus would have known their meaning.  
 
    Eska glanced around, seeking the face of the Ursenbek woman who spoke her language, but saw the woman’s eyes were squeezed tightly shut as she paused on the threshold, her hands clasped together, her lips moving silently. A question for Baron Talhausen, then, if he deigned to appear. 
 
    Within, Eska was presented to a man dressed in heavy black robes who uttered mumbled words over her, then, to her surprise, spritzed her with a faint mist. 
 
    Blinking as she stepped back, Eska’s nose filled with a strong scent, smoky and rich and more than a little sour, that clung to her hair and skin as she was prodded deeper into the place of worship. She tried not to wrinkle her nose. All the more reason to look forward to a hot bath. 
 
    The interior of the cathedral of Wodefrey was, unlike the hall of the triad, a thing of silver and white. White floor, the stones polished to a shine. White walls. Lanterns encased in white, opaque glass and trimmed in silver. And a silver altar upon a low, white platform in the center, richly detailed, catching the soft light. Daylight filtered in from above through a series of round windows set with more opaque glass.  
 
    Admittedly, Eska had seen little of Velsperg, but the stark contrast in the interiors of what had to be considered the most prominent and important buildings in the city had her mind whirring, not to mention the lack of carved stone faces inside the cathedral, a curious departure from the exterior—another piece in the puzzle formed by the long history of the feuding triad. 
 
    The three family contingents had filtered closer to the altar, seemingly arrayed by rank, with the red hats nearest the decadent piece of silver and the attendants situated behind. Ursenbek yet again occupied the middle ground, with Rohr and Talhausen taking up position to the east and west of the altar—which left Eska, as the lone unaffiliated person in attendance, to be ushered by another black robed priest around to the northern side. With no further instruction, she looked left and right as priestly voices filled the air with a tuneless chant. As one, the three families went to their knees, and Eska dutifully copied them, only to discover she was not to stay there. As the priests filed in bearing relics of Wodefrey, the triad and their followers and family members proceeded to rise again, then repeated the act of supplication an astonishing five times in all. 
 
    At last they were still, remaining in humble posture before their god, and Eska watched as the priests bowed to the altar, then, striking up their chant once again, proceeded to lay out the relics, which appeared, from Eska’s disadvantageous place of observation, to include a piece of blackened wood, a broken sword, a dull silver goblet, and a crumbling sandal—more a collection of time-worn leather straps and the hint of a floppy sole than a wearable contraption. More questions for Baron Talhausen, but for the moment, as the priests began the ceremony in earnest, Eska was satisfied with constructing various versions of the story of Wodefrey from this evidence alone.  
 
    She had just settled on an image of the god waging battle against a fearsome tree—the tree had broken the sword, naturally, leaving Wodefrey, somewhat tipsy as a result of having drained the wine from his goblet, to rely upon only his sandal, which he wielded with desperate aplomb, until at last, with the sandal disintegrating in his holy hands and the fate of the world nearly lost, he had the chance to call lightning from the sky (conveniently saved for the last moment, of course, as was necessary for full dramatic effect), striking the tree down. 
 
    Surely this was accurate. 
 
    Eska hid a smile beneath bent head once more, only to find that the locals were rising to their feet. She mirrored them and fell in as seamlessly as she could when they began to circle the altar at a slow pace, tracing circles of various proportions in the floor.  
 
    On the priests chanted as they stood by the altar, occasionally raising their hands to the ceiling. Eska lost count of her rotations around the altar, but then the member of the Rohr household in front of her did an about face and began to repeat the ritual in the opposite direction. Hastily, Eska followed suit, at which point she discovered Baron Talhausen had enacted a silent reappearance and taken up a place in the circle second closest to the altar. He walked with head bowed and hands clasped, but Eska, because she was looking for it, saw him glance ever so discretely to his left in search of her. His mouth quirked slightly, and then he resumed his devotions, his limp pronounced in the absence of his cane—though whether he chose to appear before his god in this way or because his god expected such surrender, Eska could not say.  
 
    The service went on—a combination of chanting and walking and kneeling—until Eska had lost all fascination for it. At last, the priests went silent, but this, Eska soon learned, was merely a transition, not a signal of imminent cessation. Taking up the relics of Wodefrey, they began to walk among the worshippers, offering what Eska supposed was a blessing to each. The triad accepted the whispered words and the touch of the relics to their open, waiting palms with closed eyes, but they, it seemed, were the only ones worthy of such intimate contact with the god. Everyone not wearing a red hat received the blessing of the relics with hands neatly tucked behind their backs as the priests waved each relic in front of them in turn—sword, then wood, then goblet, then sandal. 
 
    They came to Eska last, and by then the triad and their attendants had risen and processed out—all but the red hat from the House of Rohr. He remained kneeling, lips moving ceaselessly in prayer, until the priests had finished blessing Eska. Only when the relics had been returned to the altar did he come to his feet, at which point he offered Eska a thin smile. She returned it, taking care to beam as though the presence of Wodefrey had brought her a great deal of peace and eased her longing. 
 
    In truth, she was longing for fresh air and daylight—and the chance to move beyond this charade. 
 
    But Wodefrey was not done with her. 
 
    After a fresh spritzing of musk that tested Eska’s resolve and her impassive expression, the priests and the red hat led the way to a second chamber, this one smaller but equally white. Here, the Velspergians occupied a portion of three sets of wooden benches, their attention turned to a small pulpit at the front—a small pulpit adorned with a very large book. Trying not to sigh, Eska took a seat near the rear. 
 
    A tall priest with a large nose and the most impressive set of eyebrows Eska had ever seen ascended the steps, opened the book—the loud thud of the leather binding seemed an ominous omen to Eska—and began to read.  
 
    He read well, Eska had to admit. There was feeling and weight to his voice, though he refrained from crossing into the realm of dramatic performance, as, she supposed, was only appropriate. But the inability to understand the words behind the voice was a barrier she could not overcome, and by the time several pages had passed, she had begun to question whether she had made a very grave mistake indeed. 
 
    “He speaks of the god’s encounter with dark-hearted spirits of the dead.” 
 
    The whisper was hardly more than a breath in Eska’s ear.  
 
    She shifted just enough to catch sight of Baron Talhausen’s beard and blue eyes. He was leaning forward on his bench, his elbows on his knees. She hadn’t heard him come in. 
 
    “And now of how the god subjugated them with bindings of purest light, then cast them into the endless abyss.” 
 
    “Am I to be impressed?” 
 
    Baron Talhausen offered a small shrug. “If you like.” 
 
    Eska turned slightly on her bench, taking in more of his profile. “You don’t seem very pious, Baron.” 
 
    The corners of his mouth turned up in something not quite a smile, not quite a sneer. Then he leaned closer. “Do you want to know a secret?” He waited a heartbeat. “None of them are.” Eska allowed herself to smile with him. “Those relics of the god are the heart of this city, the only thing we do not argue over, but we do so out of necessity, not out of great love for Wodefrey.” A beat of silence as the priest carried on. “Come,” he whispered, “I want to show you something. If you will permit me.” 
 
    “You would have me give away what good will I have earned among them?” 
 
    “They’ll be here until twilight. And none of them will admit to noting your absence, because to do so would be to admit taking their eyes from the priest.” He smiled. “And I’ll never tell.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    “Schemes and manipulation and daggers in the dark.” 
 
      
 
    “Some women might think, Baron, that you intended to propose marriage.” 
 
    The scene was certainly set in such a manner. 
 
    Velsperg lay below, silent from such a height. A neat arrangement of streets and buildings and lives.  
 
    There was the picnic basket to consider too. Wine. Goblets of silver. Various local delicacies that might be transferred to one’s mouth by fingers that were not one’s own. 
 
    And the light was truly remarkable. It cascaded over the city pleasantly enough. But where it stole into breath and being was the rivers, set alight in a golden glow, trailing into the distance like glass snakes, smooth and bright and endless. 
 
    Indeed, the very top of one of the towers of Velsperg would be a prudent choice for a momentous occasion. 
 
    “Some women?” Baron Kaspari Hamilcar Axel Lohengrin Siegismar Talhausen leaned back against the rampart and watched Eska. “Not you?” 
 
    “I’m afraid my disposition does not incline me to leap at the thought of binding myself to a stranger.” Eska gestured to the view. “No matter how romantic the setting.” 
 
    “You do not believe in romance?” 
 
    Eska smiled, but something tightened in her chest. “On the contrary, Baron. But we both know you didn’t bring me up here to read me poetry.” 
 
    “Perhaps I expect you to recite to me.” 
 
    The tightness fled, quickly replaced by the first glimmer of impatience. “Baron. You seem to have some modicum of respect for my person. Please show me that respect and tell me what you want. The triad tolerates me for the moment, surely only because of the city of my birth, and because I have managed to convince them, at least for the moment, that I am a pious woman. But if not for these things, I would be no different from any other traveler seeking their aid. By which I mean I would be left to wait upon their leisure, all so they can attend to their squabbles.” Eska took a breath. “But you, you have set yourself apart from them. You have declared me your ally, for reasons of which I am not aware. I should like to be aware.” 
 
    The baron looked away, casting his gaze onto the gleaming rivers—but not before Eska caught a shadow of displeasure.  
 
    “You assume all of Velsperg is schemes and manipulation and daggers in the dark.” 
 
    Eska crossed her arms in front of her. “You have said as much. And history would be against you if you suggested otherwise.” 
 
    The baron laughed—too bright and too long. “I cannot refute that.” He turned back to face Eska once more and spread his hands before him. “Forgive me, Lady de Caraval. I will not evade you any longer. Nor do I think I could if I wanted to.” 
 
    “Less flattery, Baron. More substance.” 
 
    He smiled, but there was tension in his cheeks, and Eska would have wagered a year’s supply of harrow root that he did so to disguise a twitch of anger.  
 
    “My future is at stake, my lady.” Whatever his face might reveal, his voice was mellow and smooth. “I have reason to believe Ursenbek and Rohr are collaborating to ensure I do not follow my mother into the triad. They would have Hummeldorf or Erkrath in my stead. You would not begrudge me doing what I must to thwart this plot.” 
 
    “Schemes and manipulation and daggers in the dark,” Eska murmured. “And what part in this do you hope I will play, Baron?” 
 
    The baron looked her up and down, an act entirely devoid of sensuality. “I had thought to merely use the weight of your city. If I could fashion a connection between the name of Talhausen and the might of Arconia, it might do a great deal to polish my reputation among the lesser families of the city.” 
 
    Eska nodded at the picnic basket. “Hence the romance.” 
 
    “The idea of it, at least. People see what they want to see. And more than a few citizens of Velsperg have seen a beautiful woman accompany me up here.” Baron Talhausen patted the stone rampart. “These stones are no strangers to terrible poetry. Those citizens will learn your name soon enough.” 
 
    “And now? What new twist have you devised?” 
 
    The baron spread his hands again, but this time it seemed an act of penitence for a sin yet to be committed.  
 
    “Why scratch and claw my way up the ladder, painstaking step after painstaking step, when I could instead simply remove the ladder?”  
 
    Eska frowned. “If it’s assassination you speak of, I don’t see where I come in.” 
 
    “Ah, but assassination can have the unfortunate side effect of creating martyrs. I have no wish for that. It is an assassination of character of which I speak.”  
 
    Eska made a show of glancing away, of letting her brow furrow. “Go on.” 
 
    “It is Rohr that stands in the way. I have considerable evidence that Count Ursenbek is stealing from the city treasury. I could be rid of him tomorrow if I wished.” 
 
    “But you want to fell them both with one blow.” 
 
    The baron nodded. “Precisely. You asked me earlier of their piety. And I said it was false. Count Ansgar Bertram Ervenwald Rohr is, how would you say, the lone exception, though his piety is a cruel, cold thing,” the baron said. “The rest say the words and bruise their knees upon the stone and make promises of gifts to the church, but their hearts are as unburdened by thoughts of the god as mine. But they hide it well, and this has been my grave mistake, one I cannot undo. And now it may cost me everything. If Rohr and Ursenbek can oust me and replace the House of Talhausen with a family of their choosing, that family will be in their debt, and forever inferior, giving even greater power to the other two.” Baron Talhausen paused, looking Eska over once more. “You have proven to be capable of some deception. Count Rohr’s piety is his shield. If that shield were to crumble, he would lose all standing. In return, I will ensure you receive whatever funds and support you need, should you be seeking to return to Arconia or travel elsewhere, and assist you in any other way you require.” 
 
    “And how do you envision that shield crumbling?” Eska said, wanting to hear him say it. 
 
    “You are a woman. Even he, with his cold hands and colder cock, must see that. I want him caught with his pants down. Or at least close enough as to be believable when you scream about it.” 
 
    It was, Eska decided, a great shame that the baron had not thought to pack a knife in his picnic basket. Perhaps a goblet might serve as a bludgeoning instrument, but there was a distinct possibility the silver might be cleverly disguised tin, which would not do at all. 
 
    “Do you know, Baron,” Eska said, not bothering to keep the tremble of fury from her voice, “that there are some who rule for whom the welfare of their citizens is more important than their power? For whom wielding authority is not a matter of staying one step ahead of the competition but of improving lives and leaving a legacy of something other than destruction? Can your small mind even imagine such a thing?” Eska hissed, stepping closer to the baron. “I will not serve this vile purpose.” 
 
    For a moment, she thought he might strike. 
 
    The baron shifted his weight. A finger twitched atop the golden swan. His features slithered with anger.  
 
    Eska held her ground and his gaze, her heartbeat steadier than she might have expected. But, then, she had rather recently faced two would-be assassins and fought a monster in the deep. Not to forget the skull and the knife she had buried in it.  
 
    “You and this city deserve each other,” Eska said at last. “I await news of your unfortunate demise, Baron. And I will welcome it.” 
 
    And then she turned on her heel and stepped into the waiting darkness of the tower. 
 
    The descent, despite being far less onerous than the ascent, was not a brief one, and Eska took the stairs quickly, listening all the while for the sounds of pursuit. None came, leaving her to wind her way down the stairwell only in the company of her own breathing and the thoughts racing through her mind. 
 
    Her options were not abundant. Certainly the practical ones weren’t. She could, of course, depart Velsperg at once, throwing her companions into further uncertainty. But as amusing as the idea of borrowing a dinghy from a fishing village had been not a day before—not even a day! this thrice-damned city!—she was not so irate as to imagine this a viable possibility. 
 
    No. This required logic, not impulse.  
 
    She could safely assume that any major banking house in Velsperg—if there was even more than one—would answer only to the triad. The logical next step was to attempt to find a minor banking establishment—not so influential as to be under the watchful eye of the triad, nor so inconsequential as to be incapable of furnishing her with the loan she needed, and in possession of enough respect for the name of Arconia to wish to be of expedient and surreptitious service to her. 
 
    A task made more difficult by the language barrier and the time it would take to decipher the many layers of the political factions in Velsperg. 
 
    No, there was only one option open to her, and Eska was resigned to it long before she reached the bottom of the tower. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Ursenbek residence was dark when Eska arrived. 
 
    Twilight had come and gone, putting an end to the worship of Wodefrey, but the count and his retinue seemed to be attending to other business, leaving Eska to wait—lurk, really—in the shadows of the small public garden situated across from the stately home.  
 
    She possessed only so much capacity for pretending to admire rose bushes and trimmed topiary. As such, little time passed before she had taken up a post, rather like one of the stone faces on the cathedral, leaning against a web of iron wrought into an arch.  
 
    And she was famished. So much for pastries.  
 
    It had not been difficult to discover where Count Ursenbek and his family rested their heads at night. The young man whose attention she had demanded while crossing the plaza was certainly not going to misunderstand the name Ursenbek, and her Skadish word for home seemed to serve well enough. His vigorous nod had been followed by a hand extended to the south and the miming of a sequence of rights and lefts. He then spoke a few words, of which Eska caught only something that might have been garden. Hence the rose bushes. 
 
    The only light source in the three-story home emanated from the east wing, which, due to it being deprived of the third floor possessed by the rest of the structure, Eska identified as the servant’s wing. A pair of thick-paned windows glowed brightly. The kitchen, then, preparing the master’s evening meal. If not for that assumption, Eska might have given up and sought out San-Voria and the others—and whatever food his few coins could purchase—beyond the wall. 
 
    What she truly craved, and which had the additional benefit of blunting hunger, was harrow root. She closed her eyes and imagined the sensation of it filling her, lungs first, then spreading to her limbs, imbuing her with strength and fortitude and— 
 
    For a moment, she was on the roof of the Varadome once more. The moonlight was on Sascha’s face. He was reaching for her.  
 
    And she was flying. 
 
    She hadn’t flown, of course. She knew that. The ground had disabused her of the notion rather abruptly. But it had seemed, in that moment, a near thing, as though the stars were waiting for her. 
 
    The sound of horse hooves on stone brought Eska back to Velsperg, Sascha’s face banished by the bright flare of six torches. The party came to a halt between Eska and the house, and the growing night came alive with servants hastening here and there, taking horses, holding hats, opening doors. 
 
    Eska watched Count Ursenbek, he of the dark beard, dismount. He barked a litany of instructions, all while striding toward the house. He would soon disappear within, perhaps with no intention of entertaining unexpected visitors. 
 
    And so Eska ceased to be a gargoyle and emerged into the illumination of the torches.  
 
    Rather like a ripple flowing across a still pond, her arrival spread outward gradually, silencing the attendants closest to her first, then spreading onward to claim the attention of the grooms, then stealing the tongues of the pair of men following on Ursenbek’s heels, until at last the great man himself turned to frown at the silence and inactivity in his wake. 
 
    It did not take the count long to set eyes upon Eska. Those eyes narrowed, this movement exaggerated into fierceness by the flickering firelight, then he paced back in her direction, the various family members and servants parting smoothly before him. The woman who had translated for him previously hurried to follow, but the count thrust out a hand to halt her, seemingly preferring to encounter Eska alone. 
 
    She did not bow or curtsey or offer any gesture of supplication. She would have preferred to come face to face with him clothed in something other than the voluminous—and ridiculous—grey dress. But Eska de Caraval did not require fine fabric and expensive jewels—though, smelling of horse was likely not particularly helpful. 
 
    Count Ursenbek remained at a respectful distance, his attention fixed on Eska for a long moment. The fingers of his right hand fidgeted at his side. And then he gestured for the translator to approach and spoke, directing his words at Eska. 
 
    “The count will allow you to speak.” 
 
    Less than courteous, though the translation could be at fault. Still, Eska had expected as much. She had, after all, ambushed the man very nearly in the privacy of his home. 
 
    “Count Ursenbek,” Eska began, keeping her gaze on him, “I have information for you.” 
 
    A moment of consideration. Then, “The count asks what you wish in exchange for this information.” 
 
    “My needs are few. I was separated from my party upon entering the grass. My belongings and coin were taken from me, and my family will have reason to believe I am dead. I ask only for the opportunity to write letters, assuring them of my good health, and a modest loan from the banking institution of your choice so that I may feed and clothe my companions and carry on with my journey. I assure you, my family will repay the loan with interest and without complaint. If you aid me, the de Caraval family will be indebted to the House of Ursenbek.” 
 
    The count, after absorbing the translation to Skadish, glanced at one of his attendants, then back at Eska. He uttered a single sentence. 
 
    “The count will hear your information but makes no promise.” 
 
    Still expected, if not hoped for. 
 
    “Kaspari Talhausen intends to see you destroyed,” Eska said. “He claims you treat the city’s treasury as your own and is confident in his evidence. The House of Ursenbek will fall, and the House of Rohr will topple soon after. He means to unmake the triad.” 
 
    Talhausen had not said precisely those words, of course, but the implication was not difficult to conjure.  
 
    Count Ursenbek reacted to the translation with a noticeable flinch, though Eska was quite sure this was due to the accusations leveled against him, rather than the possibility of the destruction of his city’s political foundation and governing structure. As for his attendants, several sharp inhales told Eska that Ursenbek had kept his activities a secret from all but a chosen few. 
 
    After a moment, the count regained his composure. He looked neither left nor right—though whether he merely wished to convey a position of absolute certainty or he sought to avoid the scrutinizing glances of those around him, Eska could not say—and then he spoke, his gaze hovering somewhere over Eska’s left ear. 
 
    The translator hesitated before giving the verdict. “The count says you chose Talhausen and that he cannot help you. Had you come to him first, he would have aided you gladly. But you chose Talhausen, and that is the blanket you must lie in.” 
 
    Bed. It ought to be bed, not blanket.  
 
    This trivial thought drifted through Eska’s mind, holding back, if only momentarily, the torrent that rushed after. A torrent that slipped onto her tongue. 
 
    “You would rather destroy yourself than be seen to consort with me?” Eska shouted. “You would cast aside your family’s future simply because your rival staked a claim on me first?” She stepped forward, earning the heat of a torch thrust toward her face to bar her way. Pulling up short, Eska glared at Ursenbek through the shimmering smoke and the bright light. “I am no one’s to claim. And you deserve what is coming to you.” 
 
    For the second time that night, Eska turned her back on one of the ruling houses of Velsperg. And for the second time, she was not restrained. She did not think she would be granted a third such piece of luck.  
 
    By the time she reached the gate to the outer city, the storm in Eska’s mind had dimmed to a quiet roar, unsatisfied and unquenchable but, at least for the moment, rendered mute by the twin assaults of hunger and exhaustion.  
 
    The guards at the gate let her pass without difficulty, and as the iron clanged shut behind her, Eska tilted her face to the stars above and closed her eyes, trying to focus her mind on the only thing that mattered in that moment—finding San-Voria and the others. 
 
    “Eska?” A voice slipped through the dark. “Is that you?” 
 
    And Eska almost wept with relief—because Casimir San-Voria was waiting for her. 
 
    If he noticed, as they left the wall of the old city behind, that she held his forearm with more force than was necessary, he refrained from mentioning it. He did not, however, refrain from making her aware of his opinion of her borrowed clothes. Indeed, he compared her to a large grey seal lumbering across the sand of one of the many beaches on Parnaxes. Which made Eska smile—which, of course, was the entire point. 
 
    Only after he led her to a small guest house in the middling neighborhood of the outer city, only after he watched her drain a mug of ale and demolish a plate of bread and cheese and fruit, only after he showed her Cedo and Nadezha asleep in a narrow bed—only then did he venture to speak of anything more pressing than seals. 
 
    “I have enough coin for two nights,” Casimir began quietly, which was a question though he did not frame it that way. They were seated in a tiny courtyard—an untended thing shielded from sun and moon by a lattice of wood heavy with curling vines. He poured more ale for Eska. A single candle flickered between them. 
 
    “I wish I could say I will have plenty of coin tomorrow.” Eska stared at the flame’s halo. She forced herself to meet San-Voria’s gaze, though his sickly pallor only made her next words more difficult. “It did not go well, Casimir.” 
 
    “Surely you have not exhausted your options?” 
 
    Eska opened her mouth to answer, closed it, opened it again, and eventually settled for a small shrug, which conveyed enough for Casimir to raise his eyebrows and nod. “If there is a person behind that wall who does not answer to one of the houses of the triad,” she elaborated, “who is not tangled in this city’s petty grievances and enamored of constant enmity, then I will throw myself at their mercy. But I do not believe such a person exists.” 
 
    San-Voria was quiet for a moment. He swirled the ale in his mug but did not drink. “What about ballroom battles and silver spoons?” 
 
    Eska frowned across the candlelight. “If you seek to wound me with my own words and misplaced pride, save your breath. You can inflict no greater damage than I will inflict upon myself.” 
 
    San-Voria leaned back, the chair under him creaking ominously. “I do not seek to wound, Eska. Only remind you of your own faith in yourself. And my faith in you. We have known each other only a short time, but already I have seen something of the depths of you. Your courage. Your conviction. Your intellect. I do not believe you are fated to stumble against the walls of Velsperg.” 
 
    “Fated?” 
 
    Casimir waved a hand. “Call it what you will. You are stronger than this place. Greater than this place. Besides, Velsperg is not the last refuge this side of the sea.” He took a drink of ale, then set the mug down and reached into a pocket, withdrawing a small, silk pouch tied with black ribbon. “Here.” 
 
    Eska stretched out a hand, her eyes on the man, and took up the pouch. She tugged on the knot—and was greeted by the sharp, spicy scent of harrow root. Eska closed her eyes, breathing it in. 
 
    “It’s strong,” San-Voria said, “though perhaps not of the highest quality.” Eska opened her eyes and smiled. “Shall I send for hot water?” 
 
    The harrow root tea, Eska decided later as she let the steam drift across her face, was perfect in the way that constellations and sea foam and long, slow kisses were perfect. She said as much to San-Voria halfway through her second cup, there in that overgrown courtyard, and the man from Parnaxes did not disagree.  
 
    They sat in silence for a while after that, the tea cooling in barely perceptible increments until Eska drained her cup—faint residue of powder and all—and found it cold.  
 
    “Bitter,” she said after she swallowed. But this mattered little because the courtyard was suddenly an infinite sea of possibility, stretched to fit the sky and all its stars and the fierce determination that swelled in Eska, which, frankly, took up rather more space than the sky. 
 
    At which point, she realized her mind was made up. 
 
    “You know, Casimir, I was joking earlier when I said that given enough time I could dismantle the triad.” 
 
    “Mmmhmmm.” 
 
    “Well, not joking, exactly. But certainly not intending it.” 
 
    “Mmhmm.”  
 
    “I know how.” 
 
    Casimir San-Voria smiled, a lazy thing, the pain gone from his face—at least for the moment. “Eska de Caraval,” he mused, “breaker of cities.” 
 
    “That’s very dramatic.” 
 
    San-Voria squinted at the flame where it wavered above the dwindling stub of wax. “Don’t pretend it doesn’t sound good on you.” 
 
    “I know a man with a substantial collection of epithets. I’d have to collect a half dozen more to compete with him.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing about epithets. You get one, you get them all.” 
 
    “Careful, that smacks of bitterness. Is Master Crow not enough for you?” 
 
    San-Voria snorted. “It is more than enough. I have no need of names other than my own. I merely shine light on the riches and opportunities showered on the few, while the many go unrecognized. It is an endless cycle, just as the rising and setting of the sun. Those who have wealth and power keep it because we have fashioned for ourselves, despite our supposed cleverness, or perhaps because of it, a world in which this is easy to do.” 
 
    Eska frowned, not because she disagreed, but because the harrow root was thinking of other things—primarily that it was time to go.  
 
    She got to her feet, her once weary limbs ready to stride from mountain top to mountain top. “Casimir.” She stepped around the table and planted a kiss on his cheek. “I’m going to find you a physician. Just after I steal a city.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    “I remember the sound his skull made.” 
 
      
 
    Corannos Arjaxios Ashvilli was not a subtle man. Nor would he wish to be misunderstood as one. 
 
    This was the standard and widespread understanding of the principe of Licenza, and the same understanding that Sascha had discovered upon first meeting him.  
 
     Plain spoken. A hunter. A fighter. Broad of shoulder but less so of mind. Not unintelligent, merely preferring instead to dedicate his mind to the aforementioned hunting and fighting. He wore power with ease, his features capable of great displeasure with minimal effort, and he exercised it with equal ease, never letting anyone, be it soldier or farmer, councilor or aristocrat, forget there was a hierarchy, that such was the natural order of things, and that the principe of Licenza existed above the rest. 
 
    Sascha had been in the same room as the man perhaps half a dozen times. The first such instance, Corannos Arjaxios Ashvilli had spent a considerable amount of time describing, and taking enormous pleasure in every last detail, his triumph over a bear—a triumph completed only that afternoon, just before the principe had traded his hunting spears for an elegant coat of silver and a goblet of golden wine. A bloody affair, full of the slashing of claws, the gnashing of teeth, and the reckless dominance of the hero of the story. It had ended with the bear at Corannos’s feet, naturally, a monster brought down by the mighty hunter. Or, as Sascha preferred to think of it, a magnificent creature provoked and felled by a cruel man, all in defense of helpless cubs nearby. But the telling of the story was not enough. As a final touch that earned him a roar of applause, the principe had then dragged the bear’s mutilated carcass into the room, leaving crimson streaks on the black and white tiled floor. At which point Corannos had posed with his prize—and Sascha had left, the sounds of adoration following him into the star-studded night. 
 
    Perhaps, then, given the reputation and the evidence for it, he should not have been surprised when the principe of Licenza, at the sight of the mercenary troop that ought to have been returning in triumph with news of the conquest of Vienisi in his name instead choosing to slaughter his herald and four dashing aristocrats, ordered an attack. 
 
    But there is unsubtle and there is rash, and Sascha had not previously thought the former necessarily demanded the latter. It seemed Corannos Arjaxios Ashvilli was determined to prove him wrong. 
 
    The Grey Eagles had arrived at the city walls of Licenza in the bright light of mid-day. Not wanting to arouse suspicion immediately, Ramses Tukhamon had kept his mercenaries in line near the road, allowing them to dismount or take off their boots and show their toes to the sun and sit in the grass in an unthreatening manner, while he, supposedly, awaited instruction from the man who had hired him. 
 
    Instruction had come in the form of a herald accompanied by a small contingent of noblemen, clearly handpicked by the principe. Astride glossy black horses—but for the poor herald, who was relegated to a placid brown mare with a lopsided white blaze—they were richly dressed and in possession of permanent sneers, which they turned on everything before them in equal measure, be it Ramses Tukhamon or a blade of grass. Upon dismounting, they strutted forward, nearly overrunning the herald who had every right, in this context, to walk in front of them. 
 
    Sascha watched from a distance, no longer paraded about by Tukhamon as he had been with Commander Theros. The ever-present Akhenamo glared at the small gathering from next to Sascha, ostensibly due to the brilliance of the sun, though Sascha thought the fact that his extended stay with the Eagles had removed the lieutenant from his usual place at Tukhamon’s side had rather more to do with it. Once, Sascha might have needled the man about it, aiming barbs at Akhenamo’s obviously wounded pride in the hopes of a reward in the form of an angry mistake. But in the wake of the treachery against the Licenzan force, Sascha had found his aptitude and stomach for cleverness had waned, replaced instead by a constant and relentless hunger gnawing at him—a hunger for the ability to act. Not with words. He and Ramses Tukhamon had traded enough of those.  
 
    The captain of the Grey Eagles and five of his men met the small party from the city in the road. From his position, Sascha could make out only that words were exchanged, though he had a good idea of the nature of those stemming from the Licenzans thanks to the disdain on their faces. Of the reaction from the Eagles, he could only guess, but he expected Tukhamon would have instructed—demanded—patience and the pretense of subservience, the better to maintain the illusion of alliance. 
 
    Which was why, when Sascha saw steel flash with sunlight—like a sudden thunderclap on a clear day—he thought for the briefest of moments that he was mistaken, that something else had drawn the sun’s ire. 
 
    And then the sword stabbed into an Eagle’s belly and more steel danced to life and he understood. 
 
    The Licenzans died quickly, as nobles who carry superior swords without the skill to wield them so often do. The herald, weaponless and crouching on the ground, was last, and Sascha thought he could see hesitation in Ramses Tukhamon as he weighed the man’s life against the damage already done to the alliance with the principe—hesitation that ended with a decisive removal of the herald’s head from his shoulders.  
 
    For a moment, the Eagles were still. The blood of the dead soaked into the road. Atop the city walls, Sascha could see figures, small, but obviously irate, their shock turning to anger. Then he glanced to the scene of the carnage once more and caught Ramses Tukhamon looking at him, his steel dark with death, his face dark with uncertainty. 
 
    And then the captain came to life and began barking orders. The Eagles sprang into action, the lieutenants leaving the courage of Licenza to lie in the road, but hauling their wounded comrade away—to a place he could die in agony in peace. The company began to withdraw to the edge of the trees that flanked the city to the east, their captain seeking a moment out of sight of his new enemy to plan his next move. 
 
    Sascha was the last to retreat into the trees, herded there by an absent-minded Akhenamo, who was doing his best to remind the Eagles that he was still a favored lieutenant of Tukhamon. As such, when the tenuous shelter of the forest was reached, Sascha was left to his own devices, which meant he was drawing the coming siege in his mind, his gaze fixed on the open plain between him and the wall.  
 
    The Eagles couldn’t hope to mount a proper siege. Their numbers were too few and the area to cover too great. But they could easily blockade the three gates—the grand one in the middle and the pair to the north and south. The harbor, however, despite being notoriously shallow and difficult to traverse, posed a different sort of complication, as food would continue to flow into the city. Which meant the only true recourse left to Tukhamon was an attack on the walls. Not immediately. There was time to prepare. Time to scout weaknesses. Time to observe the enemy. Time— 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Sascha stared at the central gate of Licenza. Saw it was opening. Saw a figure on horseback ride out. Saw the gate open wider and wider, like an ancient beast opening its maw. Saw the principe of Licenza ride forth to die. 
 
    Not that Sascha expected Corannos Arjaxios Ashvilli would phrase it that way. If the four aristocrats were an indication of Licenzan arrogance, the principe expected to win a glorious victory and be ensconced within the comforts of his palace at the end of the day, regaling a crowd with the story of his defeat of Ramses Tukhamon and the Grey Eagles—with the head of Tukhamon at his elbow, right next to his wine. 
 
    And Sascha might have cheered that vision of the future, even if it meant grudging respect for the principe. Except that Sascha knew it would never come to pass. 
 
    The Licenzans were too few. No matter the valor in their hearts, no matter the strength in their arms, no matter, even, the righteousness that rode with them as they fought to defend their home, they would fall to the superior numbers of the Grey Eagles. As the surprise—and magnificence—of the moment wore away, Sascha could see how thin the line was, could see the mismatched uniforms, markers of a city guard turned into vanguard. 
 
    The Eagles reacted as a properly trained force ought, moving quickly—but without desperation—to mount and form ranks, and within moments, they were thundering beneath the blue sky, surging to meet the foolish foe, the Eagles on foot running in step behind the cavalry. 
 
    And Sascha, just as before, could only watch. 
 
    Well. Not quite. 
 
    Hooves drummed the earth. Sunlight flashed off drawn blades. Birds wheeled in the sky. The pale banner of the Eagles streamed over the front of their line. From the wall of Licenza, a horn sounded, a call to summon courage—that to Sascha rang out like a cry of mourning.  
 
    The clash came, shivering, careening, a wreckage of sound bursting forth. Sascha heard the first horse die. And then all was a muddle of death and dust—and Akhenamo, his shoulders rigid beneath his leather armor, his right hand clenched around a blade drawn in solidarity, his gaze fixed on the battle, his free palm pressed against the trunk of a young oak as he leaned toward his comrades, took a single, involuntary step forward, removing Sascha from his line of sight. 
 
    It was more than enough for the arch-commander of Arconia. 
 
    Nothing changed about Sascha. Not his breathing. Not his stance. Not the tension in his arms at his sides. No sound or movement that could alert—if Akhenamo, indeed, could be alerted, such was the intensity of his attention.  
 
    Nothing changed—except that one moment the sword was in Akhenamo’s hand and the next it was pinning him to the ground by the neck. 
 
    Sascha knew a number of disarming techniques. Most involved, when one was unarmed, the manipulation of joints, fingers and wrists and such. One was even named after the swordswoman who had invented and perfected it—the three-headed snake. 
 
    Sascha employed none of those particular techniques, opting instead for a far simpler route, namely a swift and sure kick to the side of Akhenamo’s knee. The sort that would rupture tendons and displace bone. 
 
    The lieutenant sprawled forward with a cry of pain. Unable to catch himself on the oak, he became intimately acquainted with the dead leaves and other detritus that had a moment before been at his feet. This unfortunate meeting of face and forest floor loosened his grip on the sword. Sascha pounced, driving his knee into Akhenamo’s back with enough force to hear the air heave from the other man’s lungs, and, with a single motion, claimed the fallen blade and drove it through the base of Akhenamo’s neck, piercing flesh, esophagus, vocal cords, and earth alike.  
 
    The Grey Eagle died quickly, his blood ebbing away in a rapid rush. Sascha stood and removed the sword, then glanced up to see—even through the cloud of dust rising over the fray—that the Grey Eagles had won. 
 
     Oh, the fighting raged still. In fact, Sascha doubted that anyone amid the flailing horse hooves and sprays of blood was cognizant of how certain victory was. But from his perspective in the trees and with the advantage of looking down the gentle slope to the carnage in the middle of the open ground, Sascha could see what no one else could—the Licenzans were already flanked, critically so. It was only a matter of time. 
 
    Sascha turned to go, aware of his need to put as much distance between himself and the Eagles as he could before they secured their victory and discovered his absence—but a glimpse of movement over his shoulder paused his steps.  
 
    It seemed that perhaps one other person had realized the severity of the situation. 
 
    A lone figure tumbled from the battle. Unhorsed. Unarmed. Falling to his hands and knees. Behind him, a mere spear’s length away, swords clashed, but none descended for him. Spared merely by the will of chaos, he began to creep forward, slowly at first, then faster as pursuit failed to materialize. When he was fifteen paces removed from the fighting, he became bold enough to rise to his feet—which was when Sascha caught sight of the roaring face of a great bear worked into the metal of his armor. 
 
    Corannos Arjaxios Ashvilli, principe of Licenza, was fleeing. 
 
    And Sascha would follow. 
 
    The principe picked up his pace. Sascha mirrored him from the cover of the trees, understanding that the ruler of Licenza was aiming for a stretch of forest to the north where the ground began to rise quickly into low, lush hillocks. 
 
    Sascha glanced back as he ran, the sword of Akhenamo in his hand, and saw that a single fleeing soldier had either failed to garner attention or had been deemed insignificant. If the latter, and if Tukhamon discovered it, Sascha imagined the punishment would be severe.  
 
    Sascha let Corannos enter the trees. Let him believe he had reached safety—or at least something resembling it for a moment. The principe slowed but didn’t stop, barreling his way through a thicket of underbrush before executing a clumsy leap over a fallen tree. Sascha waited, letting his heart rate recover, pushing long, even breaths in and out of his lungs, then followed slowly, quietly, staying only as close as he needed to keep the other man in sight.  
 
    Only when the principe had ventured deeper into the forest, deep enough for the bright sun to be a memory, did he stop, coming to a panting halt, a tree the only support keeping him upright. Then, with clawing, shaking hands, he tore at the buckles of his armor, trying to rid himself of the heavy weight.  
 
    An opportune moment for Sascha to make himself known. 
 
    “It would seem, Corannos Arjaxios Ashvilli, you do not possess the strength and courage of the bear after all.” 
 
    Sascha stepped out of the shadows, the sword at his side. 
 
    The principe jerked upright and whirled until he found his pursuer. His gaze narrowed, the dark eyes fierce and cruel. It was, Sascha assumed, an expression, when accompanied by his intimidating physicality, that typically earned him discomfort and acquiescence in response. But in this moment, as his chest heaved with the cost of his exertion, as sweat darkened the hair at his temples, the effect was less than he surely hoped. His eyes flickered over Sascha’s shoulder, then back. 
 
    “Arch-Commander. You keep strange company.” 
 
    “No stranger than you, Principe. But let’s not pretend I am the traitor here.”  
 
    Ashvilli snorted, his features smoothing over. “You ride with Ramses Tukhamon as he slaughters my men. I could cut your head from your shoulders here in this moment, without witness, and no one would question the validity of my decision when I tell them of what I have seen today.” 
 
    Sascha surged forward—how he missed his spear!—catching Ashvilli in his arrogance. The point of the sword nestled into the other man’s neck. Sascha could see the frantic pulse of his heart just next to the blade. A thing few creatures—man or beast—had likely ever seen. 
 
    “I said we weren’t pretending, Corannos.”  
 
    The principe’s eyes flashed with anger, his nostrils flaring in defiance—and the unfamiliarity of being at a disadvantage. 
 
    “You are thinking that you could best me. That you could disarm me and kill me,” Sascha said, his voice calm. “Let me assure you there are no circumstances under which that is possible. Your strength is your primary asset, yes, but you may recall that I fought the Goliath of Hespira and, well,” Sascha gestured at himself with his free hand, “here I am. He died badly, in the end, and so would you. I remember the sound his skull made. So. Try it if you will, or don’t. All that matters is whether you wish to die now or die later, after a court has convicted you of treason.” 
 
    Sascha allowed the principe a moment—the illusion of a choice—but the man whose sweat had not yet dried from a battle fled was not about to risk his life against Sascha’s reputation. And they both knew it. Something retreated from Corannos’s face—no, slunk away, fading slowly like a creature of night shirking from the coming dawn. 
 
    “I know, Corannos,” Sascha said softly. “I know you broke the most sacred alliance of the Seven. I know you sent Theros south to subjugate Vienisi. I know you intended for her to join with Tukhamon and the Eagles. Perhaps you would like to know that Theros is dead. Along with every last one of the soldiers under her command. Soldiers you sent to die to satisfy your hunger for power.” 
 
    The principe’s jaw clenched. “Ramses Tukhamon is an oathbreaker. I paid him well to make Vienisi regret their raids.” 
 
    “Leave Ramses Tukhamon to me. He will not escape this unscathed, no matter who is pulling his strings.” Sascha stepped forward, pressing the blade into the other man’s neck, forcing Ashvilli to his knees. Sascha looked down at him. Saw nothing that hinted at guilt or repentance for the Licenzan lives lost. “I want to know why, Corannos,” he whispered, enjoying the flare of resentment in the principe’s eyes as he continued to use the personal name. “Why make this reckless attack? Why throw away the lives of good soldiers? Did you dream yourself a king? Did you think to claim all of Bellara?” 
 
    Later, Sascha would come to the conclusion that Corannos Arjaxios Ashvilli, in an effort to save his own skin, was a breath away from revealing a great deal.  
 
    But then the voices came, and that moment ebbed away, chased out of existence, and the principe found the courage to keep silent.  
 
    Voices. And the thrum of movement. Some distance away yet, but growing closer. Unconcerned with stealth. Eagles. Aware at last that the man who had ordered the attack had abandoned the battle.  
 
    Ashvilli’s face twisted into a sneer. Sascha kept his still, though his mind was far from a reflection of that calm.  
 
    “Better run, Arch-Commander.” The principe of Licenza raised his arms slowly, as though to invite a killing blow. “Or do you think you can fight them all?” 
 
    Sascha withdrew the sword from Ashvilli’s neck. “I will enjoy watching you die at the hands of the man with whom you made this black-hearted deal.” And with that lie, Sascha drove his fist and the hilt of the sword into the principe’s temple, sending him crashing to the ground. Sascha lingered over the man, distantly aware that he didn’t have time to do so, his mind trying to play out every conceivable scenario—including one in which he let himself be discovered. 
 
    After all, he had volunteered to take on eight Eagles at once only days before.  
 
    But killing Grey Eagles—killing Ramses Tukhamon, even—would not change the fact that Sascha still had no answers. And so he turned his back on the unconscious principe and slipped away, taking a path to higher ground, then doubling back to get eyes on the pursuers. There. Strung out in a line to cover more of the forest. Four Eagles within sight of each other, though no doubt the line extended beyond Sascha’s view, obscured by the trees. The call of a disembodied voice from farther west, faint amid the murmur of the forest, confirmed this.  
 
    Sascha tracked them north, moving along the hillside, at times only able to see one man. But it was enough. And then the shout came. The Eagles converged. Sascha saw a flash of red and knew Tukhamon was there. He expected to witness death. He expected to see the mercenary captain gladly rid himself of the inconvenience of the principe of Licenza. But no swords descended. No throats were cut. No limbs removed or organs spilled. 
 
    Quiet orders passed from Tukhamon’s lips, and four Grey Eagles lifted Corannos Arjaxios Ashvilli from the earth, the bear on his breastplate screaming its defiance up at the silent trees. 
 
    The knots in Sascha’s mind tightened once more. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    “A master of the mushroom.” 
 
      
 
    The white napkin, sequestered from his breakfast tray and stashed under his pillow—after first stuffing it in a vase, then relocating it to a drawer, and then at last, in a flurry, throwing it among the bed linens as a knocking came at his door—looked rather small and pathetic, Albus decided.  
 
    A square of cloth trimmed in pale blue embroidered flowers, nothing more. One corner offered a wave to the breeze, which prompted Albus to ponder whether he ought to move it, adjust it—would the wind take it away? should he attempt to pin it down? could it be seen?—which sent him pacing about the tiny balcony, a mockery of the art of pacing.  
 
    At last, after several fruitless turns, Albus forced himself to come to a stop. He placed his hands on the iron balustrade, his fingers wrapping around the sun-warmed metal with rather more force than was strictly necessary, unless one was intending to throttle the railing. He took a deep breath, which proved to be entirely unsatisfactory, then tried again, this time managing to exhale more smoothly.  
 
    He gazed out at Onaxos, the city’s tiers spread out below him, brimming with morning activity. He scanned the pedestrians, half expecting to see a face turn to him—Kallisto nox Philippos’s watcher, staring at him with baleful eyes. Perhaps that servant with the bundle of linens on her head. Perhaps that man pushing a cart of wares. A beggar might have made a good cover, but there were no beggars on the upper tiers of Onaxos. Far below, Albus could see, as though in miniature, the piers and a few ships—and ant-like figures, no, that was an exaggeration. Spider-size. The thought made Albus shiver in the warm sun. 
 
    “Enough,” he said. “Enough. You are merely visiting a temple. Not stealing from the treasury or assassinating one of the Wisdoms.” 
 
    A bird darted out from the roof of the Macedonos house, causing Albus to duck—unnecessarily—and wonder if he had said the dreadful word that started with A louder than he thought. 
 
    “Enough,” he repeated for the third time as he straightened and attempted to muster his thoughts—and his heart, which was insisting on galloping ahead like a wild horse. “What would Eska say to you now, Albus Courtenay.” 
 
    The words brought a smile to his face, followed by the realization that Eska was far more suited for the day ahead than Albus. In fact, she would have found exhilaration in the covert litter ride, even in the kidnapping, if one were honest about what one was calling it. She would have loved every moment of the conversation with Kallisto and Mernexes nox Philippos, most especially the bit about them being dead, and she would have relished the secrecy and subterfuge of this stealthy meeting with an accomplice. It was the sort of thing she excelled at without trying.  
 
    Albus thought back to the last time he had seen her, of that night in the bowels of the Lordican—where she ought not to be. She had been glowing from her midnight escapade, never mind the near brush with danger. So alive and ready to take on the world.  
 
    “Now, would Eska have been willing to jump to the sharks?” he asked himself, trying to bolster his confidence. That moment on the sea wall shone bright in Albus’s memory, but then a small shadow drifted in, rather like the wings of the ravens bursting from the white tower and darkening, if only a little, the light of the sun. “She wouldn’t have needed to contemplate jumping to the sharks,” Albus said, suddenly glum. “She would never have landed herself in such a situation.”  
 
    The napkin fluttered again, and Albus launched himself to save it from vanishing in the wind, only to trip on his robe. By some miracle, his face did not become painfully familiar with the iron—and the napkin remained in place, calm, flutter-free, the tiny blue flowers mocking him. 
 
    “Albus?” 
 
    At the sound of Keleut’s voice, Albus snatched at the napkin and came to his feet. The pirate captain poked her head out onto the balcony a moment later. 
 
    “Are you all right? I thought I saw you fall.” 
 
    Albus, his hands behind his back, felt faint, his vision tunneling into Keleut’s face.  
 
    “I didn’t hear you come in,” he managed. 
 
    “You don’t look all right.” She frowned. “Are you ill? Is it like before?” 
 
    Albus waved one hand—the one not clutching the napkin—and immediately wished he hadn’t let go of the railing. Keleut reached out and caught his elbow, steadying him.  
 
    “You should sit.” 
 
    Albus smiled and tried not to think about whether a smile could look as clammy as he felt. “I’m fine, I promise.” He gestured at the Onaxian robes. “Too long.” 
 
    Keleut watched him for a moment, then nodded and leaned back on the other side of the balcony, her arms stretching out on the iron. “I came to apologize.” 
 
    “What for?” Albus tried to smooth the napkin back into place as he kept his attention on Keleut. 
 
    Keleut dropped her gaze to her feet, her tongue searching for words. “I have left you alone too long. With them. With that girl.” 
 
    Albus, at a loss for words and still thinking of the watcher he very much hoped had seen the napkin and not his embarrassing stumble, didn’t answer.  
 
    “I know you—” Keleut stopped and sighed, then started over. “We are not destined to be friends. You know what I want. I know you will never accept it. But you are,” another pause, “in my care. And I abandoned that responsibility at the first opportunity.” 
 
    “I am not a child for you to look after,” Albus ventured. 
 
    “I know.” She looked out over the city, at the colossal statue of the divine twins, clearly with more to say. 
 
    Albus waited.  
 
    “When we sail from this place, I hope you will be at my side. Not hers. Their ships are magnificent, I hear. Probably larger than mine. Faster. Sleeker.” Keleut shifted her feet and her gaze, looking at Albus once more. “I will not insist, and perhaps I have no right to ask this of you, but I would like for you to choose the Nausikaa.” 
 
    Albus studied the woman who had kidnapped him—so many kidnappings, he was realizing. He would have to do something about that, be a less obvious target, somehow. “You are right, Keleut. You have no right to ask that of me,” Albus said softly. Her face fell. “In the short time of our acquaintance, we have been enemies and sometimes we have been friends, or something very nearly like it, but always it is changing, shifting, and I don’t know what Keleut I will see each day. And yes, you have left me here, preparing for your war on my city while I must fend for myself, left to the whims of a girl who might be mad or might be divine and either way is perhaps more dangerous than all the seven rulers of Bellara put together.” He released his hold on the napkin and the iron railing and walked the three steps to stand in front of Keleut. She waited, apprehension written in her features, though they both knew there was no strike Albus could make that she could not defend against. “But I will choose your ship, Keleut, daughter of Nestor, vengeful heart of Seycherra, and I will sail across the Anerrean with you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Albus had never heard her so quiet, so youthful. 
 
    “Because whatever you are, Keleut, my friend or my foe, we stood on that sea wall together. The sharks below. Waiting. I expected to die, and I think you did too. And the next time I confront certainty of death, I don’t want the last face I see to belong to Aurelia nox Macedonos.” 
 
    The pirate was still, her eyes flicking between Albus’s, her body tensed against the balustrade, and then she closed her eyes, her long, dark lashes resting for a moment on her cheeks. When she opened them, she nodded.  
 
    “I heard you plan to visit the great temple of Taalo today. I could come, if you want.” 
 
    “No,” Albus said, surely too hastily as he stepped back from Keleut. He rushed to fill the silence. “I only go to appease Aurelia. There is no point in both of us suffering.” 
 
    Keleut smiled. “You make a noble sacrifice.” She pushed herself off the railing and patted Albus’s cheek. “I’d tell you to not to succumb to the tricks of the priests, but I trust you not to be converted in the space of a single morning.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” 
 
    The smile lingered, as did Keleut, half in the shadow of Albus’s chamber, half in the light under the open sky. Bird wings rustled over Albus’s shoulder. And then she was gone, slipping into the dim interior, the sound of the door closing after her the only indication she had ever been there. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Albus left the Macedonos compound, Aurelia was at his side. 
 
    Which is to say, Albus was sweating profusely under his robes, because with all Kallisto’s talk of diversions and disruptions, he had not expected the girl to make it out of the courtyard. Indeed, she made it as far as the front door of Taalo’s mortal home, and Albus was having some difficulty breathing, what with the capriciousness of his heartbeat and the dryness of his throat. 
 
    But Kallisto nox Philippos was true to her word. 
 
    A pattering of feet and some hurried Onaxian words had Aurelia turning from the door and the priestess who had greeted them with excruciating deference. A boy, every inch the child in contrast to Aurelia’s poise though they were likely of an age, raced up the steps and came to a panting halt in front of them, a small piece of paper thrust forward in a hand that trembled with exertion. 
 
    Aurelia took the paper and unfolded it. Albus watched her eyes skim the contents, saw the corner of her mouth tighten. She crumpled the paper in her hand and dismissed the boy, then turned to the priestess and spoke quietly to her. As though an arrow shot from a bow, the priestess dashed off around the corner of the temple, her sandals slapping on the paving stones. Aurelia folded her hands in front of her and stared in the direction the boy had gone. Albus waited, but she did not deign to speak. 
 
    With astonishing speed, the priestess returned, accompanied by six litter bearers carrying the most elaborate litter Albus had seen yet. Gilded and glittering, it bore, instead of a curtain, a latticed window, much like the door to the temple, and the corners of the roof curled into delicate horns decorated with golden vines and flowers. The bearers came to a stop, and Aurelia at last looked at Albus.  
 
    “I’m afraid I cannot accompany you into the temple. The white tower calls.” Her disdain at being summoned by the Wisdoms was clear. “I will have my family’s litter collect you.” Aurelia offered Albus a smile. “I encourage you to take your time, my lord. Taalo’s house has much to offer, especially a mind as discerning as yours.” 
 
    “Is something the matter, princess?” Albus asked, quite sure Arkadio de Ulyssey would ask such a question, even though Albus had little desire to pry into Kallisto’s scheme.  
 
    The smile faded, though her face clung to the idea of it. “Nothing at all.” She gestured toward the door to the temple and the priest, who bowed twice in quick succession. “Please.” She turned away and stepped into the litter. One of the bearers shut the door, and within a moment, they were away, heading up toward the Macedonos compound and the white tower above, scattering the few citizens who had thought to occupy some portion of the street. 
 
    And so Albus entered the great temple of Taalo alone—or at least as alone as he could be with an eager priestess at his side, who quickly attracted four more and began to prattle about being entrusted with a most important visitor by none other than Aurelia nox Macedonos herself—or so Albus assumed based on the woman’s poorly contained exhilaration and smug expression. 
 
    Albus wasn’t listening to the Onaxian, even though he had begun to pick up more than a few words. 
 
    Albus was staring.  
 
    The great temple of Taalo was, to put it mildly, awe-inspiring. In fact, Albus had only been struck speechless by one other building in his life, and that was in part due as much to the Lordican’s contents as to the architecture itself. 
 
    Built of white stone, the temple arced up to the sky to form a dome. The main floor formed a perfect circle, ringed by two layers of columns that created a sort of double portico, covered, so that a visitor would pass through these arches and columns and disappearing angles and emerge into the magnificent expanse of emptiness under the stone sky. 
 
    And it was a sky. Perforated, with shafts of light streaming to pierce the stone floor— 
 
    —the floor, which was in itself a marvel, Albus realized. What he took at first to be rough stone, a strange thing in a temple, he soon saw had been purposely shaped by clever and persistent craftsmen. Frowning, Albus, oblivious to any onlookers, went to his hands and knees, peering at the surface, one cheek pressed against the cold stone, his fingers feeling the gentle waves worked into the floor. 
 
    Waves. From his knees, Albus craned his neck back up at the domed ceiling, then returned his gaze to the floor, his eye following the subtle shifts in the stone across the temple. He looked up again, this time finding the face of the priestess, who looked very concerned at his behavior. 
 
    Albus gestured at the woman to join him, quite forgetting that this was a complete stranger and not a colleague at the Lordican who was bound to find as much joy and delight in his discovery as Albus did. The priestess looked around, but there was no help to be found in the faces of her fellow servants of Taalo, and so, no doubt driven by a wish to avoid the wrath of Aurelia nox Macedonos, she lowered herself to the floor alongside Albus. 
 
    Albus pointed, stabbing a finger into the stone rather more forcefully than was wise. “Sea?” He looked up and stabbed again, this time toward the ceiling. “Sky?” 
 
    “I’m afraid Melegara has not been a diligent student,” a new voice said in Bellaran from somewhere behind Albus, “and never had a head for languages.” 
 
    Albus turned on his hands and knees—suddenly aware of how ridiculous he must appear—and looked up at the new arrival, a man in temple robes. He made no attempt to hide his humor. But then, to Albus’s surprise, he joined him on the floor, sitting neatly, legs crossed. This in turn sent the other priestess to her feet, relieving her from the need to offend her sacred dignity further. The man waved the small gathering of his colleagues away with one hand, still smiling. 
 
    “You are correct,” he said, when they had gone. His Bellaran was steady, though spoken with care that suggested he had not had much opportunity to practice. “The temple floor is a map of the Anerrean Sea, and the dome mirrors the stars above, as they are on the longest day of the year.” 
 
    “Marvelous,” Albus breathed, taking in the temple anew, his gaze roaming eagerly, hardly knowing where to look. 
 
    “I’m glad it pleases you. Perhaps you would like me to show you more?” 
 
    “I would be most grateful,” Albus said, remembering only as the words slipped out that he was supposed to be conducting a covert meeting, not taking a tour with his mouth hanging open. “But I am afraid I am meeting someone,” he added quickly.  
 
    The priest smiled warmly. “Do you see your friend here?” 
 
    Albus swallowed and made a show of looking around at the nearby faces—priests, priestesses, a few devotees kneeling on small cushions resting on the Anerrean Sea—knowing full well he didn’t know what his contact looked like. Opposite him, he could see a glimpse through the portico of chambers opening out of the main sanctuary. He wondered if the person Kallisto intended for him to meet lurked in one, or perhaps was deeper still in the compound of the great temple, which he understood to be quite large. 
 
    He wet his lips. “I don’t. Not yet.” 
 
    “Then I will show you around the temple while you wait.” The priest got to his feet. Albus did the same, not quite achieving the same graceful ease with which he navigated the movement and his robes. 
 
    He began the tour in the center of the sanctuary, directly beneath the dome’s highest point, indicating first the primary constellations of Onaxos’s summer sky before turning their attention to the floor. He led Albus to the edge, where the columns rose up, and they found land, slightly raised above the waves. This they followed around the temple until at last they came to a sunburst worked into the stone, occupying a headland jutting into the Anerrean. 
 
    “Onaxos?” Albus asked. 
 
    The priest smiled. “Exactly. Sitting in the southeast quadrant of the temple, just as she sits on the sea.” 
 
    Albus followed the coastline with his eye to his right—to Arconia, somewhere to the west.  
 
    The priest followed his gaze. “The cities of Bellara that lie on the shore of the Anerrean are not marked, but I can show you them nonetheless.” 
 
    Albus looked away from that distant shore, unprepared for the wave of sadness that stirred within him. “No,” he heard himself say, “no.” He gestured toward the closest of the chambers abutting the great sanctuary. “What are these?” 
 
    “This one is the burial chamber for our first Oracle Magna, the mouthpiece of Taalo and Toora, she who brought the divine decrees from the depths of the Anerrean and ordered our ancient ancestors to build their city here.”  
 
    Albus could see low flames flickering from a stand of candles within the dim interior of the chamber. A priest stood, hand on the shoulder of a supplicant, intoning a quiet chant that slipped out into the sanctuary like smoke. At the back, hardly visible, stood a dark, hulking sarcophagus, as though the Oracle Magna could name the mythical giants as her ancestors. 
 
    “You say the first Oracle Magna,” Albus said. “How many have there been? Is there one today?”  
 
    “Onaxos has been without the guidance of an Oracle Magna for nearly a thousand years,” the priest said, “not since the fourth, who announced himself as the last and established the Wisdoms.” 
 
    “A thousand years is a long time,” Albus murmured, wondering if this priest was devoted to the Wisdoms or if he knew they were merely props upheld by tradition. He turned his attention to the second chamber. “And the others?” 
 
    “The middle one is the god’s sister’s house. Though this is Taalo’s temple, and Toora has her own great temple across the city, the Twins are both one and separate, and so we do not keep one without the other.” 
 
    The rounded chamber was brighter than the first, the walls painted with gilded scenes, and Albus could see a statue of martial Toora in white marble. Hand resting near the top of a spear, she stood with feet firmly planted, her gaze relentlessly distant, as though, Albus thought, she was contemplating conquest—and had yet to be satisfied. The thought was unnerving.  
 
    “Is there no such statue of Taalo here?” 
 
    The priest nodded. “The great statue of Taalo normally sits in the middle of the sanctuary, much taller than his sister, as is right within these walls. But I am afraid it is undergoing preservation work. You will have to return one day and see it in its full glory.” 
 
    The scholar in Albus very much liked the notion of seeing the statue in its element, but the part of Albus that had been birthed on the sea wall did not much care for the idea of returning to Onaxos. 
 
    “And the third?” 
 
    Smiling, the priest led him to the entrance of the third chamber. “My favorite, though it is difficult to choose between this and the Garden of the Moon. This is the Well of Taalo. The waters are known to heal.” He led Albus inside. 
 
    Within, the walls and floor were painted white, colorless but for the blue tiles that formed a rim around the well. The waters kissed the edge, so high that the slightest disruption in the surface would send a wave across the floor. But there were no waves. The well was still and clear and—Albus leaned over, his toes close to the sacred water—bottomless, or so the dark depths promised. 
 
    Albus turned back to the priest, a question on his lips. The words fled when he saw the expression that waited for him. Not hostile, but lacking the warmth of the smile he had seen.  
 
    “Forgive me,” Albus said. “Have I gone too close?” He took a step away from the water toward the chamber wall. “I did not make contact.” 
 
    “You don’t look like I expected.” 
 
    Albus froze, one hand mid-wave in the direction of the well, fingers splayed, his heart in his throat—no, his stomach—no, both, somehow, and to his great discomfort.  
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    They were, he realized, for the first time out of sight of the rest of the temple and any interested eyes.  
 
    Albus didn’t move, didn’t offer any other words.  
 
    The priest tilted his head to one side. “Have I startled you? Surely you understood who I was the moment I got down on the floor with you.” 
 
    In hindsight, this statement was enormously logical and obvious, and Albus felt a flush rising to his face. 
 
    A small wrinkle formed between the man’s eyes. 
 
    “You didn’t?” 
 
    Albus shook his head, trying, and failing, to dredge up some words from his kidney or his bladder or his kneecap, or wherever they might be hiding.  
 
    The priest’s slight confusion turned to full on skepticism and Albus, well, Albus Courtenay was fairly sure a summary of this encounter was going to make its way to the ear of Kallisto nox Philippos, who would most certainly understand that she had entrusted her secret and her aid to a complete incompetent. The thought offered some support to Albus’s dignity, which seemed to be shirking its duty. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting someone so young. The lady did not specify.” 
 
    Or at least, those were the words he intended to utter. No sooner had the word lady formed on his tongue than the priest darted forward and pressed three fingers firmly against Albus’s lips, which caused the rest of the syllables to mush their way out in unrecognizable tones. 
 
    Albus froze again. The priest glared but was silent. After a long moment, he, without removing his hand, looked over his shoulder toward the great sanctuary. When he was apparently satisfied that Albus had not been heard, he hissed, “Come, we’ll talk in the gardens. Fewer ears to hear the wagging of foolish tongues.” 
 
    A prouder man less cognizant of his own failings might have protested this reprimand, but Albus merely followed at the man’s heels as he spun away and crossed back into the portico. He strode past the columns until a passage opened up to his left. This turned into a covered walkway between buildings, its sides open to the air and hedges beyond. They passed through another round building with five doors leading in different directions, a smaller version of the great dome—unidentified, unannounced, the tour clearly at an end—and then abruptly into a garden unlike any Albus had ever seen. 
 
    The ground was composed almost entirely of crushed shale in shades of white and grey. A ring of hedges—no, one continuous hedge marvelously grown and shaped into a circle—twice as tall as Albus separated them from whatever lay on the other side. Other than the hedge, the greenery in the garden consisted of a variety of plants, most in their infancy, growing on trellises of varying sizes driven deep into neat squares and rectangles of black earth.  
 
    Albus turned in a circle as he took it in. “What is this place?” He looked back at the priest and was startled to find he had removed his hood and the black beaded band holding the yellow material in place, revealing dark hair caught up in a multitude of braids. 
 
    “Is that really your primary concern in this moment?” The skepticism again. The cut of it wasn’t shallower the second time. 
 
    Albus dropped his gaze. “Forgive me. I,” he hesitated, but found it within himself to look up, “my mind gets the better of me. Often.” 
 
    The serious look on the man’s face lingered, but then something seemed to relent, driven, Albus supposed, by pity. 
 
    “No one comes here, except for Basileios, who tends the plants. And I come when I can. It is the most important garden in the entire complex, but it’s not,” he gestured, “beautiful. No glorious blooms, no statues, no reflecting pools. But it grows the temple’s most precious plants for healing.” He pointed at a tender vine with small bell-shaped flowers. “That will calm even the most vicious fever.” He walked a few steps and knelt next to a pair of shoots not yet even clinging to the lowest rung of the trellis beneath which they were planted. “These will reach the top before the harvest, if you can believe it.” Next was a plant with leaves shot through with streaks of red. Albus thought it looked angry. “This one will kill you if you use too much.” Albus allowed himself a small nod of satisfaction for his assessment. “But mixed properly, it induces sleep or can numb the skin enough for minor procedures to be carried out.” 
 
    “You know a great deal,” Albus ventured. He turned around again. “I wonder how many of these grow in Bellara, or if our physicians are familiar with them—.” He stopped himself as his slow spin brought him face to face with the man once more. “Forgive me. I have not asked your name.”  
 
    The priest crossed his arms in front of him and stared. “You suppose I want to give it?” 
 
    “You know mine, do you not?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I knew only your description. Which, I might add, was fairly accurate, but it failed to mention that you were mad.” 
 
    “Ah, the hands and knees on the floor.” Albus shrugged apologetically. “I am Albus,” he said. 
 
    Which was, of course, entirely the wrong name to use. 
 
    For a moment, Albus considered correcting himself—it wouldn’t do, after all, to have this man return to Kallisto and call him by a different name—but reasoned it would be far more suspicious if he tried to cover up his mistake. Surely it was this—logic and intellect—that kept his mouth shut, rather than a desperate need to speak as little as possible in front of the priest. 
 
    Something of the turmoil in Albus’s mind must have shown on his face. The priest frowned, suspicion darkening his gaze, and Albus noted those eyes flicker over Albus’s shoulder in the direction of the garden’s entrance, as though he were contemplating raising the alarm and having Albus thrown from the temple for blasphemous behavior. 
 
    Albus fumbled for something to say. “Despite your first impression, I assure you I am in possession of my full faculties.”  Here Albus tapped himself on the temple, as though this proved something. 
 
    The man considered for a moment, then, though he hardly seemed convinced, said, “I am Alekto.”  
 
    In the wake of that cautiously offered concession, Albus and Alekto each held their ground, the former embarrassed and unsure, the latter, well, wary was the best way to describe it, his gaze narrow, his stance angled so as to make himself a smaller target. Albus had the distinct sense that he might take flight at the slightest provocation.  
 
    “What comes next, Alekto of Onaxos?” Albus asked quietly. A bird chirped from somewhere within the hedge. Albus felt the hot sun like a weight on the back of his neck. “Kallisto said you had information.” Another chirp. “About the Second Spears.” 
 
    At last the man gave a nod, and Albus could see his jaw relax, if only a little—or perhaps it was merely his imagination. He beckoned Albus close and pulled him down by the elbow to the shale and earth at their feet. Alekto poked at the dirt around one of the red-leafed plants, but the action was aimless, a ruse fashioned to fool any onlookers, their heads tucked close together as though in deep conversation and study. And then Alekto spoke. 
 
    “I have spent many years studying the sacred spring of Naxos. The work has been stilted by my city’s lack of formal education, especially for those less fortunate. Holy orders are the only way for a child without a wealthy family to learn beyond simple sums and letters, and even then the temples do not accept children from the poorest levels of the city, effectively cutting off any chance for many families to raise their fortunes. Those who are born poor in Onaxos die poor, closed off from the world. And the wealthy covet yet more wealth.” Alekto’s voice grew sharp with long-held ire. “I digress. I was fortunate enough to earn acceptance into the priesthood of Taalo at a young age, but even then, my studies were limited to basic philosophy, history, astronomy, and, of course, all things divine and holy. Six years ago, I was discovered, quite by accident, by Kallisto nox Philippos. She heard me questioning a priest so far above me in the hierarchy of things that I could well have been sentenced to a year of solitary confinement.” Alekto, though he kept his face to the ground, must have felt Albus’s involuntary wince. “Yes,” he said, “it is a favorite punishment.”  
 
    He went on, prodding at the dirt a little more. “From Kallisto, I learned that there were others in the city who liked to ask questions that those in power did not wish to have asked, and that as a result they had learned to ask them in secret, quietly, subtly, and without the blunt edge of a question.” Alekto glanced up at Albus, his eyes suddenly intent. “It was not long after that Felixia nox Macedonos announced the Second Spears. A divine gift from Taalo and Toora, she called them, forged in the waters of the holy spring of Naxos.” Those brown eyes went distant, seeking memory in Albus’s features. “I saw how she proved their worth. Branding. Drowning. Disembowelment. And they took each blow, each strike without a cry of pain, without protest. There were those around me who wept at their invincibility. I wept for them.” The memories in his eyes faded, and he grasped Albus’s hand. “Whatever they are, however they were brought into this world, and however they were twisted by Felixia nox Macedonos, they are still human, made of flesh and blood just as you and I. And so I made it my work to ask questions about the Second Spears, to discover the truth of their origin and the dark secrets that made them what they are. They do not deserve what she did to them.” 
 
    Alekto’s hand lingered on Albus’s wrist, his skin warm, like the sun but less fierce. Albus wondered if the other man could feel his pulse in his wrist—and then promptly wondered why such a thought would occur to him. Alekto let go with the sort of movement that suggested he hadn’t intended the contact, then shifted to the base of a second trellis. Albus shuffled awkwardly after him, his mind hanging onto every word as thoroughly as he had hung onto the rail of Keleut’s ship. At least his stomach wasn’t heaving. 
 
    “With the help of Kallisto and her friends, I was able to expand my studies through access to a small but invaluable collection of restricted texts hidden away after the last great purge, well before I was born. I focused on the history and legends surrounding the spring, searching for any hint as to how it might be connected to the Spears. I turned my attention to stories from the era of the first Wisdoms, looking for evidence of power that could create life. After three years, it seemed fruitless. I had found nothing to help my research.” He looked at Albus once more, a small smile forming on his lips. “But then I found it, right under my nose, in a text from the temple’s library.” 
 
    “What, found what?” Albus breathed. 
 
    Alekto looked around at the garden and the smile grew. “What I should have realized long before. The Second Spears of Naxos weren’t forged by powers beyond reckoning. They weren’t born in the holy waters, birthed by Felixia nox Macedonos in some strange ritual.” He reached out and stroked a slender, curling vine. “Nature is a powerful thing, Albus.” His hand dropped to Albus’s wrist once more. Warmer than before, or so it seemed to Albus. Alekto’s eyes were very brown. Very brown and very golden and very focused on him. “While brushing up on the healing properties of a saltwater plant that grows in very small quantities in our harbor, I stumbled across a curious story of a man who suffered a devastating attack from a wild boar. Skewered and gored, he could not survive. But he felt no pain. Do you know why?” 
 
    It was not, Albus faintly understood, even within that moment of scholarly euphoria, a question he was meant to answer. But an answer blurted out from within him nonetheless, an answer drawn from, of all people, a passing comment from Aurelia nox Macedonos days before. 
 
    “Fungus.”  
 
    Alekto’s smile fell, smothered as Albus deprived him of his moment of glory and the story’s climax. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    The priest gathered himself and withdrew his hand. “Yes. Though unlike any fungus you have ever seen. I would wager my life on it.” The glow returned to his eyes, unbidden but irrepressible. “And do you know what I discovered grows in the holy spring of Naxos?” This time his eyes invited Albus’s participation, and a smile turned the corners of his mouth once more. 
 
    “The one and the same. How fascinating,” Albus said. “Do you know the work of Celestille Truba?” he asked, which was a thoroughly unimportant question. Alekto shook his head slowly. “She lived in Toridium about two hundred years ago and devoted her life to the study of fungus.” Albus beamed. “A master of the mushroom.” He felt his face flush in the wake of the amateur attempt at cleverness. “The Lordican has many copies of her work, of course,” he went on, before stopping suddenly as he realized this was, yet again, rather more than he should say. He was meant to be a diplomat, even if Alekto didn’t know that, and diplomats did not concern themselves with the Celestille Trubas of the world. Arkadio de Ulyssey, the real Arkadio, would likely be as dismissive toward fungus as Aurelia nox Macedonos. Albus cleared his throat as he blinked away from Alekto’s gaze.  
 
    “The Lordican,” the other man said. “I have heard of the greatest library of Bellara.” There was something wistful in his voice. 
 
    “Not just a library,” Albus said, smiling. “A museum. Full of history. A safe home for knowledge. A place where minds converge and become greater than one alone.” 
 
    He might have expected Alekto’s face to grow brighter at this description of the Lordican, but instead the priest’s lips parted and his gaze dropped to the earth. Albus, granted a brief, and rare, moment of perception, understood that he was speaking of a place this man could harbor little hope of seeing. Albus trailed off and tried not to think about how his knees were not accustomed to squatting thus for this long—or for any length of time at all, really. 
 
    “Kallisto spoke of knowledge that could lead to the defeat of the Second Spears,” he finally said, reverting to the safest topic. 
 
    Alekto nodded, seemingly recovering himself. “What is the addiction of choice in Bellara these days? Dionoros? Harrow root? Versanthum?” 
 
    “Harrow root is common enough,” Albus said.  
 
    Another nod. “Have you seen a man or woman lost to the root go through withdrawal? I mean of the worst sort. Those who are have been whittled away into hot coals, all spark and raw nerves and little mind left to hold on to.” 
 
    Albus shook his head. 
 
    “The Second Spears are worse than those hot coals. Because they have been fed this mushroom since birth. They have never known a day without it. That is how they do not feel pain.” 
 
    Albus frowned. “But surely this should have killed them?” 
 
    “I told you, this fungus is unlike any you know. It catches you in its grasp, yes, like a predator, and it does not let go, but it does not ravage the way some substances do.” 
 
    Albus got to his feet and paced away, then back again. “So we deprive them of it. Take their source of strength. Turn them into an army that bleeds like any other. They will fall to the swords and spears of Bellara as so many have done before.” 
 
    Alekto’s answering nod did not, Albus saw, contain the sort of enthusiasm the moment seemed to call for.  
 
    “Yes,” he said, his eyes sad. He rose up. “And they would die. Painfully. Slowly.” Alekto met Albus’s gaze. “And I do not mean by the sword. They would not long survive the absence of that which keeps them alive. At least, that is my theory.” He twisted a ring around one finger. “Kallisto sees it as you do. They all do. They do not balk at the thought of destroying the Second Spears. They see it as our duty, in fact. But the Spears were made into what they are without their consent, without the chance to choose a different life. Do they deserve to die in agony for that? For the atrocities of others?” 
 
    If there were a bench, Albus would have sat down in that heavy sort of manner one has when one has been wounded—verbally—and has no further argument to offer. 
 
    But there was no such bench, and so Albus was forced to stand, fixed with the full weight of Alekto’s gaze. His brown eyes were not accusatory, not angry, not even triumphant in the aftermath of his deciding blow. Instead, what gripped Albus, what made him unable to refute the words, was the quiet grief that sat in those eyes. 
 
    “Where the Spears go, so too will go their supply of this fungus,” Albus said. It was also as good an explanation as any for why a twelve-year-old would accompany them to war. The twins had to ensure their unbreakable soldiers remained unbreakable—and they were not likely to entrust the secret of the Spears to many. 
 
    Alekto nodded. 
 
    “And so too will you.” A nervous shiver set the hairs on Albus’s arms on edge. But he did not regret the words, no matter how outlandish. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Albus gestured widely—and helplessly. “I cannot do this on my own. I do not even know what it is I should do. The fates of armies and cities and lives should not be in my hands.” He threw his hands up, his voice achingly alone beneath the wide blue sky and the tiny plants single-mindedly striving to meet the sun. “But here I am. Perhaps all that stands between my city and ruin. And I’ve never even held a sword. Never dreamed of conquest. Courage does not grace my shoulders,” Albus rambled on, something in his chest clawing for air. “I study history and language and quiet things. But I must try.” He stopped. Drew breath. “So come with me. Sail across the Anerrean with the Second Spears of Naxos. And I promise you, we will find a way to spare them from the fate you dread.” 
 
    Only later, when he was lying—so very, very awake—in his bed that night beneath the Macedonos roof, did Albus realize he had made a promise without extracting one of his own from Alekto. Something about his assistance halting the invasion and siege of Arconia would have done the trick.  
 
    “Eska always did say I had no talent for haggling,” he muttered to the night breeze. It didn’t answer, which was probably for the best. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
     “Show your face.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what happened to him.” 
 
    Cyprian was speaking to Manon. This much was apparent, as was the fact that he had little regard for the other lives around him—had been so since the moment she had arrived on the side of the mountain. Luca and the criminals trailing in his shadow were of no consequence. But Manon was struggling to understand to whom Cyprian was referring. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Her voice sounded insignificant, there in the shadow of that portal into the Mountain of the Long Night, though something within her still clamored loudly for even the smallest portion of the dead king’s power. She had tried to brush that voice aside, had tried to think on Perrin’s face instead. But it was persistent, not to be ignored. 
 
    “My descendent. The last of us.” 
 
    Cyprian tapped the polished black stone framing the doorway, calling Manon’s attention to letters carved into the surface. 
 
    Varin II, the Prince of Summer 
 
    Above Varin, the stone named Persea, the Silver Queen, the Princess Beneath the Waves. And so on, one above the next, listing the thirteen Alescuan tyrants. There was a date next to each—except Varin II, the last Alescu. 
 
    Cyprian swung around to look at Manon, impatient at her delay in answering.  
 
    “He died.”  
 
    “Clearly.” Angry, with the barest touch of dry humor. 
 
    “The tribunes rose up.” There was more to say. The Great Rising could not be reduced to a mere sentence. Then again, she had just done so, and Cyprian seemed satisfied and unconcerned with details. Vengeance did not seem to require details. The golden head nodded.  
 
    “He is not buried here, this kin of mine.” An observation, apparently made as a result of the absence of a date next to Varin’s name. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    The dark eyes pierced her once more. She thought of the Watcher’s chest, of the way he had crushed it like parchment.  
 
    “He was executed. His limbs given to a mountain cat.” 
 
    She felt the anger then, like a palpable current on the air, a wave of ferocity radiating out from the dead king. She waited for him to strike, waited for him to sear her with fire or stop her lungs. 
 
    But then the current died away.  
 
    “He must have been weak.” 
 
    “He killed his own mother.” Luca’s mild but pointed statement earned little more than a hitch in Cyprian’s step as he turned back to the doorway. 
 
    “And you?” Manon ventured. “You have a date, like the rest, save Varin. But you were not buried here.” 
 
    “It matters not,” came the growling answer. “I am here now.” 
 
    “And now? What happens now?” 
 
    By way of reply, the Fisher King merely stepped forward into the yawning dark of the mountain, a silent wayfarer into the realm of the dead, his golden skull vanishing into the blackness. “The three will wait.” The disembodied voice drifted back to Manon. “You will come.” A pause. Then the words Manon both wished for and did not want to hear. “And the other.” 
 
    Manon looked to Luca, the meaning clear enough, then turned her gaze to the three men from Verdienne. They offered nothing but blank stares laced with malice.  
 
    Manon took a step into the inky entrance, Luca just behind. She opened her mouth to remind the dead man that while he might be able to see in the dark, she was not so talented, but then, as if bidden by her thought, a flame bloomed ahead—a flame cupped in a gauntlet of black steel, illuminating just enough of a downward sloping path hewn from stone for Manon to follow. 
 
     The flame drifted smoothly in front of Manon, lacking the bob and weave of a natural step, so extraordinarily smooth, in fact, that she understood, after a time, that it was no longer attached to Cyprian’s hand, but had been cast adrift to float alongside the Alescuan and make its own way. Of him she could see little, merely the occasional alteration of light, the reflection of darkness against something darker still—only she wasn’t sure which was the darker of the two, the dead man or the embrace of the mountain. 
 
    They progressed in silence at first—that is, except for the sound of Manon and Luca’s boots on the stone walkway, trespassers out of their depth in more ways than one. The path curved continuously to the right as it descended, suggesting they were spiraling down along the outer edge of the mountain. The flame gave no hint as to whether the darkness to their right was the darkness of open air—and a long fall—but Manon felt sure of this, in part because the air did not feel close and in part because it would hardly be appropriate for the tomb of the Alescus to not feature a certain amount of danger. 
 
    At length, the flame came to a halt, and Manon saw the glow of Cyprian’s golden face as he turned to look at her. 
 
    “Come.” 
 
    The small fire flared a little brighter, revealing the shape of his hand. It reached for her, a gesture that was both command and request. 
 
    Manon hesitated, her mouth dry, her limbs heavy under that gaze, then stepped around the fire to meet him, trying not to think of the edge she was sure loomed just ahead.  
 
    “Just there,” Cyprian said, his hand disappearing into darkness somewhere to the right of his own feet.  
 
    She stepped into position, the emptiness in front of her crushing against her lungs, the dark figure beside her an equally forceful presence. She wondered if he could hear how her heart raced, was sure he would relish the stampeding sound of fear—but then she felt a hand on one shoulder, and then another on the other, gentle, despite the heavy armor those hands wore, and the fear faded.  
 
    “Do you want to see?” Cyprian’s whisper seemed to seep through his hands into Manon’s shoulders. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    No sooner had the word left her lips, almost—she could nearly believe, desperately wanted to believe—as though on her command, then Cyprian’s flame shot over her head, streaking into the darkness, a comet dropping from the sky, fiery and bold, darting away to be swallowed by the mountain. Manon strained to see it, did not want to lose its light—and then the depths of the mountain knew daylight. 
 
    Manon shut her eyes, too late to ward off the tears, too late to keep from flinching from the blinding light. She heard Luca cry out, and her vision danced white behind her eyelids, but then she sensed a shadow pass in front of her face, a shadow that brought soothing comfort and relief.  
 
    “Open.” 
 
    She obeyed—and saw a living shadow. Like a swirl of ink in water, darkness given an impossible shape drifted in front of her, a gentle veil shielding her eyes from Cyprian’s light. 
 
    The dead king dispersed his creation slowly, giving Manon’s vision time to adjust. She blinked away the remnants of her tears and at last looked upon the final resting place of the Alescus. 
 
    “Does it please you?” 
 
    Cyprian lifted his hands from her shoulders, but Manon was aware—faintly, given the sight before her—that the golden gaze lingered yet on her, as though it, too, could take corporeal form. 
 
    Pleasing was not the word. Though, when one is an Alescu and therefore accustomed to having the world at one’s feet, Manon supposed one might lose one’s taste—and need—for more extravagant and dramatic language.  
 
    “It is beyond words.” 
 
    It also was an uncanny echo of a certain ivory and gold reliquary, an observation which Manon had enough sense, even in her state of astonishment, not to convey.  
 
    The interior of the mountain—a cavern that defied measure—was lined with ivory, pale and gleaming, from the farthest reaches of the sweeping floor below to the highest point above Manon, where a ball of white fire pulsed, its light holding sway over all. Colossal golden beasts—long-toothed mountain cats, roaring bears, charging stags—surged from the walls, snarling and defiant and proud. And there, each housed beneath a shimmering golden pavilion, eleven gold and ivory sarcophagi. Eleven—and two empty places. 
 
    Only the two empty places were not alike. One was merely that—empty. Waiting still for Varin. The other— 
 
    Manon looked to the Fisher King, saw the golden face and dark eyes linger, saw him take in the shattered remains of the place made for him. A ruin of gold. 
 
    The pavilion had been cast down, the sarcophagus broken open. Manon knew something about such things, but the damage she had done to Victor’s marble enclosure, even with the aid of the gift her father had left for her, was nothing compared to the destruction wrought upon the tomb of Cyprian II. It was the work of rage, of long-harnessed wrath given release. 
 
    “You were here. Once.” Manon watched the dead man. The Prince Beneath the Moon was still, his gaze fixed on the place where his bones had once rested. She waited for his pensive stare to break, for him to show his own fury and lash out, but when he moved, it was only to touch the disc where it hung against his chest. “Is this why we came here?” 
 
    Slowly, the golden face of the Fisher King turned to Manon. 
 
    “No,” he said, the whispered roar filling his voice once more. “No, little rabbit.” He turned to continue his descent, his cloak billowing behind, but then slowed and looked at Manon. “What are you called?” 
 
    An intimate thing, names. Somehow the fact that he had not thought—or bothered—to ask hers until they stood among the bones of his family, the place where he, too, had once been dead and buried, did not seem insignificant. 
 
    “Manon.” 
 
    It seemed a strange thing, that the mountain should bear witness to the speaking of her name while the names of the dead were carved in silent stone. 
 
    “Manon,” he repeated. “It means beloved sea. Did you know that?” And then he turned and walked away. 
 
    Manon watched and waited to follow until he had curved around the wall of the mountain, his dark figure sharply outlined by the ivory, his footsteps the only sound filling that cavern. They echoed, yes, but faintly, and without the hollowness of stone, radiating out in soft waves. 
 
    “If you ask it of me, I will try to take his power from him.”  
 
    She hadn’t heard Luca approach, but the hunter stood now at her side. He spoke in something less than a whisper. 
 
    “He may never be more vulnerable than this moment.” 
 
    Manon kept her gaze on the dead man in the crown.  
 
    “It may be our only chance, Manon.” 
 
    He was, in all likelihood, correct. Whatever had drawn Cyprian to the Mountain of the Long Night, whatever he was seeking amid all that ivory and gold, his single-minded intent might distract him long enough for Luca to act.  
 
    A shiver trickled along Manon’s back at the memory of the moment Luca had taken her fire—of the endless abyss its absence had opened in her mind, of the pain and devastating grief. She could see the Fisher King dropping to his knees, could see him cry out in agony, could feel the mountain shake with his helpless rage. Manon blinked. Within her ribs, she felt her spark recoil and withdraw until she forced air into her lungs once more.  
 
    “Not yet. I’m not ready to risk Perrin yet.” 
 
    Something short of a lie, and yet not the truth. 
 
    And so they followed a dead man to join the sleeping bones, stepping at last onto the ivory floor of the cavern, passing between a pair of golden griffins holding ivory swords in their talons, welcoming them to a sight unseen by living eyes. Cyprian was standing before a third griffin, this one taller than the others, wings outstretched as though taking flight, each golden feather a metalsmith’s dream. Eyes of black gems stared down at the Fisher King, dark gaze meeting dark gaze. Cyprian stepped close to the golden beast and placed one palm against its cold chest. He stood there for a moment, then bent his head close to the creature. Manon saw, from the corner of her vision, Luca touch at his own chest, at the mark emblazoned there. 
 
    “As I thought,” Cyprian said at length, pushing back from the griffin. “This was Scyros. The Prince Who Conquered rode him to war.” 
 
    Manon looked back at the griffin’s proud golden head, seeing the sightless eyes anew.  
 
    “Yes,” Cyprian said, his smooth voice dressed in a smile. “He was alive once, a king of the air. He bowed only to Tristianus.” 
 
    The first Alescu. Manon knew the stories. The Blood King had begun it all. But she had never imagined the griffin in those tales to be more than an embellishment, a myth riding the winds of time. 
 
    “How can you tell?” The question was asked in a rush, only half-formed in Manon’s mind before it took shape on her lips.  
 
    Cyprian looked at her and then that dark gaze drifted to Luca—to the place where a handprint of black glass rested over the hunter’s heart. 
 
    “The touch of my family does not vanish with death. It can be felt.” He cocked his head slightly as he returned his attention to Manon. “By those who know what they are looking for.”  
 
    Cyprian began a slow circuit of the sarcophagi, beginning with the oldest. Manon watched him linger over Tristianus’s golden tomb, saw him touch a steel-clad hand to the lid, tracing the shape of the sun carved there. Each ancestor received equal attention until the Fisher King reached his own resting place. This he bypassed before settling his gaze on the eighth pavilion. He rested his hand on that slab of gold and from there he did not stir, head bowed, the stillness of the mountain wrapped around him like a shroud.  
 
    Manon cast a swift glance at Luca, his minute shrug mirroring her own ignorance. A half-hearted attempt at recalling the names of all thirteen Alescuans—in order—ended quickly and poorly. And rather than disturb the dead man’s contemplation, Manon took the opportunity to explore. 
 
    The mountain was home to wonders and treasures beyond reckoning. A host of golden statues. A shallow black stone bowl wider than Manon was tall—seemingly empty when one looked within, but more than once, as she circled it, Manon would have sworn she caught a glimpse of a shimmering liquid dancing just out of sight. A crystal-clear obelisk that ought to have shown her own blurred reflection but instead was full of a midnight sky littered with stars. Twelve delicate ivory pedestals—more open air than substance—holding twelve crowns. The first was a simple circlet, black, unadorned. Another held a gem too bright to look upon. It was the seventh Manon lingered over, the one Cyprian II had worn before he wore a skull of gold.  
 
    Unlike the cruel shards with which he had crowned himself in this second life, shards forged from the deaths of innocents, this was a thing of beauty. Palest gold, sunbeams harnessed from the sky, crafted by skill beyond Manon’s comprehension. 
 
    She ought, if she wanted to be worthy of the name Barca, to be calculating the value of what she was looking at. A fruitless exercise, to be sure, given that a price could not easily be placed upon the treasure of the Alescus, unseen for centuries. Just one of the crowns, if verified, would earn a fortune—and half a fortune if unverified. 
 
    And yet it was not the crowns that had her attention, even though she had been admiring them nearly as long as Cyprian had been hunched over the eighth sarcophagus. Nor was it the strange objects she could not name or comprehend a use for. 
 
    No, she fixated on something far less grand, far less valuable—something she knew and understood and had spotted, drawn to it as though it had called her name, the moment she had crossed the threshold of the golden griffins. 
 
    An unassuming thing, a silver box, plain and insignificant amid the endless splendor, resting among a pile of goblets and silken fabrics and precious things—like plunder cast aside after a battle. Forgotten. Waiting to be claimed. 
 
    The lid was open. 
 
    And within rested twelve vials filled with the grains of a pale powder. 
 
    Carrier substance. More of it than she had ever seen at once. 
 
    Known no doubt by a better name to the dead king. But Manon needed no name. Manon needed only to possess them.  
 
    The fact that possessing them would not alone be enough, that she would also need a device to harness the contents of the vials, seemed to matter little, not with the vials within her grasp. Manon swallowed, the acrid memory of inhaling the dangerous toxin on the deck of the Carribe filling her senses. In her haste, she had fumbled the copper device, her shaking hands nearly spilling the precious ivory-colored grains. And her aim—it was not to be thought on. She could still see the Firenzia ship as it entered the Toridium harbor, could see the company flag flying proudly over the stern, could see Eska de Caraval at the rail. The gloating expression on that woman’s face was of Manon’s construction, she knew, not a memory of the moment. But she did not bother to correct it. She should have been steadier—would be, given a chance. 
 
    Manon forced herself to finish her tour of the twelve crowns, stealing a glance back at Cyprian when she reached the tenth. The Fisher King stood yet by the golden sarcophagus, unmoving, but then his head snapped up. 
 
    “I wouldn’t.” The sharp warning reverberated across the cavern, and Manon spun to see Luca standing in front of a hunting bow displayed in the hands of a golden woman. One outstretched hand hovered just above the dark wood of the bow, stilled by the dead man’s reprimand. With a flourish of his cloak, Cyprian turned from the sarcophagus and strode across the floor. “That is Talarian’s bow. And it is not likely to suffer the touch of another. Certainly not one outside of the blood.” 
 
    Luca withdrew his hand and stepped back, his face flushed. The Prince Beneath the Moon approached and let his own fingers skim just above the surface of the bow, tracing it from tip to tip, following its slender but strong form. Seemingly satisfied with what he found, Cyprian took it in one hand, removing it from the veiled statue’s grasp. He ran his gauntlet along the wood once more, the steel of his hand passing smoothly over an inlaid pattern of gleaming silver, but his gaze was not on the weapon in his hands—no, those empty eyes were fixed on Luca. 
 
    “Do you covet this?” 
 
    Luca glanced at Manon. She could see the burden of the mountain was wearing on him. He was pale, and dark circles had blossomed under his eyes as though he had gone many nights without sleep. And though his features were carefully blank, though he gave away nothing, she knew why he looked.  
 
    He was close enough. More than close enough, if that mattered. When Luca had taken her own power in the Licenzan hunting lodge, he had done so at twice the distance now between him and the dead king.  
 
    Manon looked away, not daring even the slightest shake of her head should it give suspicion. 
 
    Luca spoke, his voice clear. “Only a fool would not desire such a weapon.” 
 
    This answer seemed pleasing to the dead king. He nodded slightly, then examined the bow once more. “It would kill you.” Casually offered, as though death did not deserve more than that one small thought—which, Manon had to admit, Cyprian seemed to have proven rather irrefutably. For the Fisher King, death was nothing more than a memory. 
 
    “Then I will admire from afar,” Luca said.  
 
    The dark eyes looked up at the hunter, and Manon felt the sharpness of that gaze though she was not the object of it. “I could alter it. Make it less deadly.” The voice had shifted. Softer, laced with promises. “There is none more accurate.” 
 
    He was waiting for Luca to succumb. To ask the price of such a gift. Manon smiled to herself. For all his might, for all his gifts, Cyprian did not know Luca D’Armand. 
 
    “I believe you,” Luca said. Simple, frank, without guile. And flatly refusing to indulge the dead man.  
 
    The heavy, empty gaze lingered on the hunter. Manon’s slid to the silver box. Five steps to her left. Surely not deadly to her touch. The vials were insignificant to the likes of the Alescus, who wielded their power as easily as a waterfall falls or the sun rises.  
 
    She might have gone for them. 
 
    She might have trusted in Cyprian’s concentration on Luca. 
 
    She might have risked everything. 
 
    And in that moment of decision, the stillness was broken—but not by her. 
 
    A voice called down from high above on the walkway. 
 
    “Great king, a party approaches.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    If it were possible to distinguish one plume of dust from another, Manon did not know it. 
 
    The plain surrounding the Mountain of the Long Night looked as it had. The sun had shifted above the mountain, moving past its apex, beginning its slow, steady descent in the west. The shadows had changed, as a result, and the sky had adopted a deeper blue, the sort of shade that signals morning has come and gone.  
 
    And there was the plume of dust, almost precisely where Manon had last noticed it, which suggested a cessation of time Manon did not think even Cyprian II could lay claim to. She squinted toward the western horizon, shading her eyes with one hand, which allowed her to ascertain that the plume was moving toward the Mountain of the Long Night—directly toward, in a manner that suggested the mountain was the destination, rather than a trajectory that would skirt its base.  
 
    Cyprian watched nearby—or he had watched, his attention now diverted to watching Manon, as though the arrival of another at the mountain was inconsequential.  
 
    “Could be the same as the last, great king.” One of the men from Verdienne—the least grimy of the three—spoke through more than a few chipped teeth. “Doubling back.” 
 
    If the man was looking for praise, he was destined to be disappointed. Cyprian did not so much as acknowledge him. 
 
    Still, it was the logical answer. While the closest village was an afternoon’s easy ride away, the hamlet was an outlier, the provenance of woodcutters seeking the best oak and maple and ash in that expansive stretch of forest that lay north of the mountain. To find an inn, one would have to travel an additional day to the west, and if one were demanding enough to require more established civilization—by any definition—that was yet another day to the hill town of Esperza, where a bathhouse—cold and hot pools!—and a rustic yet charming amphitheater for an audience of twenty could be found. In short, there seemed little chance that three groups of travelers would pass within a stone’s throw of the Mountain of the Long Night in the amount of time one might, if one were feeling particularly luxurious, lounge in Esperza’s hot pool with a bottle of crisp white wine. No, this was the same group Manon had seen before, of this she was certain. She thought of the village in the forest, of the body left there for her to find. A reason, perhaps, to retrace their steps, if the villagers had unlocked their doors and pointed to the mountain, tales of a golden skull on their tongues. And yet Manon did not think enough time had passed for the party to reach the village and return. Most of all, she could not fathom who might seek out a confrontation with the perpetrator of such cruelty, golden skull or no. Better to carry on and think of hot baths and adequate—abundant—wine. 
 
    Manon stepped close to Luca, picking her way across the side of the mountain with care. The hunter stood some distance away, no doubt in search of some relief from Cyprian’s presence, and he held one hand up to block the sun. 
 
    “Your eyesight is better than mine,” she said. “Do you see anything?” 
 
    Luca was quiet for a moment, then he sighed and lowered his hand as he turned to look at Manon. “A banner. I’m sure of it. I had hoped it wasn’t so.” 
 
    “A banner?” Manon repeated, her squint keeping her face from registering her surprise.  
 
    “I can’t make it out. It’s not large, not like a military banner. But this is no mere merchant or curious traveler, eager for a closer look at the Mountain of the Long Night.” 
 
    “But they can’t know he is here,” Manon said.  
 
    Luca raised an eyebrow and shrugged with one hand. “Word will have spread from Verdienne. Those who escaped will have told their story.” He thought for a moment. “Arconia must know by now. If not the archduke himself, someone knows.” 
 
    “Knowing and acting on unverified information are two different things. If that information was even believed in the first place. Besides, we left Verdienne days ago. He may have made his mark on our path here, but finding those signs without knowing where to start looking would require a significant and organized effort.” Manon looked out at the approaching cloud of dust. She could see distinct shapes, horses, riders, a single wagon. Their pace was smart but not hurried. “I think whoever that is, they do not know the trouble they are riding toward.” 
 
    Luca said nothing, but his grim expression was agreement enough.  
 
    And so they waited. Waited for the party to reach the mountain. Waited for them to dismount and leave their horses, close enough now for Manon to count them. Nine in all. Four armored and armed, steel glinting. Five in civilian dress, two of whom were left at the base of the mountain with the horses and cart. The seven began their ascent, a tedious thing to watch that put Manon on edge. Cyprian waited in silence, a brooding darkness, revealing nothing of his intent.  
 
    Whoever they were, the party was not well suited to climbing. Their progress was slow and frequently interrupted as they pointed here and there and discussed their route. Their voices disappeared on the wind, leaving Manon to watch their pantomime. By the time they had traversed half the distance, the four armed figures and one of the others had set themselves apart from the other two, who lagged behind, less dedicated to the task and less determined, halting more frequently and mopping at sweat on necks and foreheads. Somehow Manon did not think it likely they were accustomed to physical exertion. Of the vanguard, the unarmed figure wore long skirts, an obstacle to progress to which she was admirably refusing to succumb, while the two men and two women who carried swords—the woman’s guards, presumably—kept pace. 
 
    Manon glanced at Cyprian, then back at the party—at which point she realized she knew the woman’s face. 
 
    She had, in fact, last seen that face on the deck of a ship bearing the archduke’s flag—just before she had sent fire blazing across the Toridium harbor to try to sink Eska de Caraval’s ship. 
 
    Dark hair. Regal features. The fingers of a scar reaching above her collar, stretching to her jawline. Composed—was every de Caraval unflappable?—despite the rigors of the climb and despite the fact that she had, surely, by then, caught sight of the man with the golden skull awaiting her arrival. 
 
    Sorina de Caraval, Ambassador-Superior of Arconia, came to a halt twenty paces from Cyprian. He had the advantage of looking down on her from his loftier position, but the ambassador gave no indication of having noticed this. Indeed, she looked a queen herself. She carried the full weight of Arconia’s might, and she met the cold, dark emptiness of Cyprian’s gaze with equal poise. 
 
    And then that cool confidence slid to assess Manon. 
 
    “Manon Barca.” The diplomat’s voice carried easily, years of oratory training shaping it to her will. “I am surprised to see you walking free.” 
 
    “If it concerns you,” Manon answered, “speak to the archduke.” 
 
    She had hoped for a reaction, even one so minute as a tightening of Sorina’s mouth or a flicker of something, anything, in those eyes. But Sorina de Caraval merely looked at Manon for a moment longer—reminding Manon that for the likes of the de Caravals, the name of Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux was not a threat—then returned her attention to Cyprian. 
 
    “My name is Sorina de Caraval,” she said, “and I am the ambassador-superior of Arconia, returning from Barracrudo.” Her gaze drifted to the remains of the Watchers, then to the door in the mountain, then back to the golden skull. “My scouts rode ahead in search of a farrier. They found something else, and a village too terrified to open their doors to my name. I speak with the Commendatore’s voice. So answer this, did you murder an innocent man and string him up for the crows?” 
 
    Cyprian appeared to think this over, then spoke. “I have done that and more.” 
 
    A bold answer. Manon would have expected nothing less. 
 
    “And now you disturb this cursed place.” 
 
    “My presence here is no disturbance.” Cyprian’s growl was low and lazy, the full measure of his confidence, unembellished with the whisper-roar Manon had come to hear in her sleep. “Yours is.” 
 
    Sorina did not move, did not look away, but Manon could see the calculation, knew the woman had already assessed the swords in the hands of the three men, weighed them against her own armed guards, weighed them against the ruin of the Watchers, who had clearly suffered a fate other than the blade. And there was Luca to consider, apart from the three from Verdienne, less malicious to look at but armed with more variety and with the advantage of range. And so the ambassador-superior’s next words were chosen with the weight of care and consideration. 
 
    “Show your face.” 
 
    Manon waited for the cruel, beautiful laughter. Waited for a bolt of fire to engulf the woman. Waited for the mountain to erupt with his fury. 
 
    Cyprian looked at Sorina de Caraval for a long moment, his stillness seeping into the air, his chest neither rising nor falling. And then he raised his steel-clad hands to his head. 
 
    The crown came off first, the sharp shards glinting darkly in the sun.  
 
    Moving slowly, the Fisher King lowered it to chest level, his eyes lingering on Sorina until he turned and bent down to crown a boulder. When he straightened, it was Manon who fell under that golden gaze. She knew a lost breath, a parting of her lips, felt these things as though from a distance, the mountain forgotten, Sorina de Caraval forgotten—the vials of Carrier substance forgotten. 
 
    The crown and dark hood gone, Cyprian reached around to the back of his neck, his fingers working some device Manon had never laid eyes on. Then he placed his hands on either side of his head and pulled the skull, that golden mask of dazzling terror, away from his face. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Interlude 9  
 
      
 
    Excerpt from a report dated thirteen years ago, written by Arsenio Falchon, a minor government official serving in the Varadome, and bearing the initials of Archduke Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux, indicating it crossed his desk.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The subject appeared calm during our final meeting, though not without some measure of impatience in her eyes. When asked about it, she did not hesitate to confirm that she was eager for my departure. I detected no maliciousness in this answer, and I thanked her for her honesty. It is not unexpected or unwarranted that she should wish me gone. The disruption to her daily life caused by my presence—not to mention the presence of the four Griffins attending upon me—has been difficult to diminish, and there are certain neighbors and persons of authority in this small provincial town who would no doubt like to know the nature of our conversations over these past three days. It is no small thing for an unmarried woman who lives alone to play host to a stranger, a man accompanied by soldiers from Arconia. Naturally, my office has prevented outright questions, but there is no doubt my time here, and her association with me, will impact her situation for the foreseeable future. 
 
      
 
    You asked, Commendatore, for an assessment of her. I hope you will not be disappointed in its brevity or in its lack of theatrics.  
 
      
 
    It is my unwavering belief that Camille Sabrillo is no threat to the Seven.  
 
      
 
    She admitted readily enough that her family history indicates a descent from the Alescus. She was taught such upon reaching an age at which her discretion could be assured. She undertook a vow, the same that has passed through the generations of her family for the past three hundred years, never to speak of it. When asked why she willingly offered up the truth in the face of my questions, she said only a fool would lie in the face of four Griffins and the swords they bore.  
 
      
 
    Her lineage is traced to Elaria II, the Silver Queen and the third to last Alescu. As you know, Elaria bore three children by her consort, and this branch of the tree is descended from the third, Celsorio. Celsorio died during the reign of his sister, Persea, and his children fled before the tribunes took Elysium and killed Varin II, their cousin. 
 
      
 
    Naturally, recorded history does not offer much to fill in the gaps that follow, but the name Sabrillo crops up in the records of Marsonne approximately one hundred and twenty years ago. The family has dwelled there since and has held no position of authority. They established themselves as merchants specializing in bronze statuary, to varying degrees of success over the years. Camille has carried on the family business. 
 
      
 
    She admitted that some ancestors, including her grandfather, expressed a certain loyalty to the Alescus—or at least a longing for the status and power that might have been theirs had the Rising failed. She was adamant that no member of the Sabrillo family in the past two generations has acted or spoken against the Seven. 
 
      
 
    Camille does possess Carrier ability. Let me assure you, Commendatore, that it is minor at best. She can coax additional life out of a fire, but she can only spark a flame roughly once in three attempts. She submitted to the versanthum test with some trepidation, but the relaxation of her inhibitions did not reveal any greater skill or power. She has no children and is nearing the end of her child-bearing years, suggesting the Sabrillo line of the Alescus will soon be extinguished. Her only cousins are through her mother’s side of the family, so any additional descendants from this branch of the Alescus would have to be traced from further back in her family tree. 
 
      
 
    She has agreed to be tested again in five years and understands that she now occupies a place on the register. 
 
      
 
    It is my recommendation that Camille Sabrillo be designated a noncombatant and classified as a non-threat. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    “Don’t forget to scream.” 
 
      
 
    It was a metaphor, of course. 
 
    Stealing a city was for gods and poets.  
 
    But Eska, as she looked at the moon hovering over the wall and the old city, as the harrow root lingered like a living shadow, did not feel particularly inclined to mull over intricacies of hyperbole and linguistic choices. 
 
    Out of necessity, she still wore the grey dress she had been given, albeit with substantial modifications to better suit her current errand. She had torn away several layers of skirt, leaving her with something that did not require a wide berth, and which presented her with the added benefit of having more than enough fabric to fashion a crude hood with which to hide her features, in place of the lackluster and useless hat. 
 
    Of some regret was the loss of her boots, which had survived the grass remarkably well only to vanish in the depths of the hall of the triad. In light of what was to come, she would have preferred their sturdy soles to the soft grey slippers, which were clearly not intended for extensive walking. On second thought, as she wiggled her toes with far more freedom than the boots would have allowed, perhaps the slippers were precisely what she needed. 
 
    More pressing, however, was the matter of breaching the city wall.  
 
    In the distance, the gate was lit by a pair of braziers, while the guardhouse gleamed faintly. Eska could see the figures of three guards, two at their posts while a third sat outside the guardhouse. She supposed she could reasonably assume that more slept within, on hand should a disturbance rear its head. But counting the number of guards was a thing for assassins and soldiers preparing for a fight, not archaeologists who merely wanted to go for a late stroll—or very early, one might argue—and admire the city in darkness. 
 
    No, the only blood she intended to spill that night was the pig’s blood she had bought, with San-Voria’s coin, from their very confused innkeeper who would no longer be able to make blood sausage the next day—and which she now splashed across the poor man’s chest, arcing it in line with the slash she had cut in the fabric of his jacket with one of Cedo’s knives. 
 
    Casimir San-Voria, chin to neck, watched the blood spread and soak. “I want velvet. Black velvet,” he said, renewing his earlier demand to which Eska had gladly agreed. “The good kind, not that cheap stuff. And gold trim. The finest thread, mind you. Nothing coarse and thick.” 
 
    Eska leaned close and put a hand on his shoulder. He raised his morose gaze to meet her. “Only the best. I promise. I know several exceptional tailors.” She dripped the last of the blood onto one of his palms and waited while he rubbed his hands together and muttered about gold buttons. “One last touch. Hold still.” Peering at his face, she swiped one finger across his cheek, then smeared the bloody mark a bit. “There. You look suitably mauled.” 
 
    San-Voria sighed, but the darkness could not hide a certain roguish delight in his eyes.  
 
    “Off you go,” Eska said. “Don’t forget to scream.” 
 
    “I assure you, my lungs might startle even you.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “And then I, in as few words as possible, demand a physician, being sure to invoke the great Wodefrey.” 
 
    Eska nodded and smiled. “Good fortune, Master Crow.” 
 
    “Yes, let’s hope fortune gives me a clever tongue or quick feet or both when the physician they wake in the dead of night discovers my torso has not been rent nearly in two by a saber.” 
 
    “I did say I would find you a physician,” Eska said, one hand on her hip. 
 
    San-Voria glowered and, without another word, crept closer to the gate, clinging to the shadows.  
 
    And then a scream to curdle milk split through the night, hoarse and hollow and rattling, and San-Voria stumbled forth into the moonlight at a run. 
 
    The desired effect was immediate. The guards ran to him, a fourth emerging from the guardhouse to race after them. Still screaming, San-Voria collided with the first one to reach him. He grasped at the guard’s cloak, sagging against him, and slid down to his knees, a perfect opening act.  
 
    Hands reached for San-Voria, voices hissing here and there, their consternation clear as Eska snuck closer to the gate. A pair of guards hauled San-Voria to his feet. He loosed another scream to the sky, then let his head drop as though in a faint, and they, after struggling to keep his weight from pulling them all to the ground, carried him close to the braziers, his feet dragging against the stones of the road.  
 
    Eska darted into the deep shadow of the scaffolding for the abandoned bathhouse, as close as she dared, and waited, the harrow root singing in her blood, her breath held in her throat. 
 
    Casimir San-Voria did not fail her.  
 
    With a start, the man lurched upward, pawing at the guard closest to him, then wrenched his body free from their hesitant hold and staggered toward the gate and slammed himself against it, pleading all the while, with broken sobs, for Wodefrey. 
 
    And they opened the gate. 
 
    Snapping into motion, one guard rushed the gate, shouting for the guards on the inside to open it, while two more hefted San-Voria from where he had collapsed against its cold iron. Eska saw him loll his head back obligingly—really, his commitment was commendable—and then they carried him through into the shadows of the old city. 
 
     Eska waited a moment longer, the harrow keeping her heartbeat unnaturally steady, and then emerged from her hiding place. Creeping against the wall until she reached the iron, she peered through—saw San-Voria on the ground once more, still and silent now, twenty paces away, saw the guards looming over him, saw their indecision and apprehension draw creases on their youthful faces, heard them debate amongst themselves with words she did not understand. 
 
    One of those youthful faces could turn to her in an instant. 
 
    But she was shadow. She was night. 
 
    Eska slipped through the gate and stole into the darkness once more.  
 
    Her slippered feet carried her quietly away from the commotion, taking her through a warren of side streets branching off from the main boulevard. They twisted her here and there, threatening to swallow her, but always she kept herself aimed toward the plaza and the seat of power in Velsperg, the moon a fearless guide. 
 
    Twice she had to pause, taking cover in a deep doorway and then in a small garden between bushes studded with pink stars as lights and voices alike bobbed past in the dark. But at last Eska stepped foot in the wide plaza of the triad.  
 
    Save for a pigeon shuffling its feathers somewhere in the eaves above Eska’s head, the plaza was quiet. Empty. A canvas for the next act. 
 
    Eska looked across the plaza at the hall of the triad, even less resplendent in moonlight than it had been under the sun, a thing pretending to greatness and splendor, just like its masters. 
 
    But she wasn’t here for the hall and the foolish vanity of mortals. No, she was here for a god. 
 
    She tried the door to the cathedral of Wodefrey. It seemed silly not to. 
 
    But, as expected, the house of the god was locked, the altar and any glimpse of divinity shut away from the city.  
 
    “All powerful Wodefrey,” Eska murmured, “who must sleep away the night.” She moved to the southwest corner of the building and patted a particularly agony-ridden stone face that stared out at her. Her gaze roamed up the horde of faces. “A thousand witnesses, each as silent as the next. This city will wish you could speak come morning.” 
 
    And then she began to climb. 
 
    She couldn’t have asked for a better surface. Tongues and empty eye sockets and protruding noses made excellent handholds. And the slippers she had derided—perfection. Flexible enough to allow her toes to find purchase on even the least defined cheekbone. She might need to consider investing in a pair—made to her specifications, of course. 
 
    When she reached the top, Eska took a moment to scan the plaza for light or movement. Finding none, she went to her knees and then slid down onto her belly and leaned over the edge of the pyramid. Resting one palm lightly against one of the four panes in the opaque glass window, Eska rapped the knuckles of her other hand against the surface. Her palm shivered with reverberations, indicating that the glass was likely not overly thick. Smiling, Eska scooted back onto the roof and reached under her skirt to the knife—Cedo’s—that she had stashed against her calf, held to her skin by a leather thong knotted in place. 
 
    She would have preferred any number of tools. A pickaxe. A blacksmith’s hammer. An iron cudgel.  
 
    But the bone handle of the boy’s knife would have to do. 
 
    The glass shattered under the impact of a single, sharp rap, tinkling endlessly into the darkness of the interior. 
 
    Eska broke the jagged remains from the edges of the pane, then tied Cedo’s knife under her skirt once more. Slipping her feet over the edge, Eska angled her legs into the opening, then slid her body lower until she could transfer her grip from the rooftop to the window and sit on the iron divider. 
 
    At which point she paused. 
 
    Had she taken a third cup of harrow root tea, no pause would have been necessary. But when one is contemplating intentionally falling a considerable distance to a stone floor below, one is allowed to pause a moment if one wishes. 
 
    Because Wodefrey’s cathedral was really a poorly constructed building—if measured in terms of how easily a thief might descend from the rafters to the floor without the assistance of a rope, which, Eska allowed, was not likely to often be a consideration.  
 
    Though she had spent most of her time in the cathedral with her head bent in a pious manner, she remembered that a single system of beams supporting the roof and the four small pyramids were fixed just below the windows. But beyond that, she could not recall any obvious means of descent. No light fixtures, no banners—and no more stone faces. 
 
    “Good thing Albus isn’t here to tell me the odds of breaking my legs,” Eska muttered. 
 
    And with that she ducked her torso through the broken window and let her feet dangle until her toes touched the nearest beam. Finding her balance, Eska crouched on the timber to scan the dark interior. 
 
    The cathedral at night wore a pale glow, the moonlight filtering through the windows enhanced by the white surfaces within. The silver altar was hidden under a dark cloth, and the lanterns were equally dark, but there was enough light to see what she had not looked for in the brightness of day—a sunburst pattern worked into the stones of the wall, the definition in the surface masked in sunlight but revealed by shadow. 
 
    Eska laughed. “Wodefrey is good.” 
 
    It was not, however, her finest hour. 
 
    She began well enough, but the toeholds of the stone bricks were far less obliging than the anguished features of the faces, and she was working by feel alone, unable to shift her weight off the wall enough to glance down.  
 
    Luckily, her fingers did not slip until she had made roughly half the journey, which meant she landed in a heap that bruised but did not break. Eska took a moment, her eyes closed against the pain in one hip, forcing long even breaths into her lungs, her ears all the while searching for any sound of discovery. 
 
    No doubt the priests slept nearby, in one of the adjacent buildings, and if one were restless or indisposed or feeling particularly penitent, he or she might stumble across Eska, but for the moment all was quiet.  
 
    Which was not to say that the remainder of her task would be simple.  
 
    “Where does one stash the most holy relics of a god?” Eska asked the stone and the silence. 
 
    Because the burnt wood and the broken sword and the dull goblet and the worn sandal were not on the altar.  
 
    Unsurprising, but vaguely irritating. Eska had not truly expected the priests to leave these things on display at all times. Such was hardly the way to stoke the fires of divine mystery. 
 
    Checking to make certain the knife was still secure against her calf, Eska pushed herself to her feet. She ducked her head under the dark altar cover—empty—then made a quick circuit of the interior of the main hall of worship. Finding nothing but white walls and the opaque lanterns, she expanded her search to the antechamber where she had received her dose of holy perfume. There she found a few cubbies containing what appeared to be some priestly odds and ends. Which left, in terms of previously visited terrain, the reading room, or whatever more suitably grand name Wodefrey might prefer. 
 
    Eska pressed her ear up against the heavy wooden door, straining for signs of bedtime reading, then set her hand to the latch and opened the door—only to be confronted with flickering light. Holding steady, Eska thanked whatever priest took care to regularly oil the old hinges, then peered through the gap. 
 
    A single man was within. He sat with his back to Eska, his shoulders draped in the black robes of the sect, to be sure, but his head was bare, the stiff black cap absent. His white hair gleamed in the light of his candle, which had taken up a lofty position on the empty pulpit, from where it could cast a gentle light across the room. 
 
    Eska was about to back away and leave the man to his prayer when she saw it—a chest, dark iron and gleaming gold, set upon a table behind the pulpit. A large padlock dangled from the latch. 
 
    She could have waited. She could have slipped back into the shadows and let the priest finish in peace.  
 
    But dawn would not wait, and Eska did not intend to be in the presence of Wodefrey when the sun could find her there. 
 
    She pulled her makeshift hood up and sunk back into its shadow as fully as she could, then pushed the door open. It at last uttered a faint creak upon reaching the extent of its movement. The priest didn’t move, either very intent, very asleep, or somewhat hard of hearing.  
 
    He reacted only when Eska—rustling rather more than necessary—sat down behind his right shoulder. Clearing his throat, he turned, in that slow, pained way of the elderly. From within her hood, Eska caught sight of dark eyes set in a wizened face. One gnarled hand, the fingers warped by time, fumbled at the back of the bench. It was the eyebrows that made her smile—full and bushy and white, springing forth from the man’s face like wings. 
 
    If he was perturbed by the presence of an unknown woman in the middle of the night in what was meant to be a locked cathedral, the priest did not show it. He took her in with a slight frown, the near-sighted kind rather than the unfriendly sort, then spoke in a soft, hoarse voice.  
 
    Eska caught the word for child once more, just as when the red hat from the House of Rohr had spoken to her. But the priest’s tone was one of warmth, not condescension.  
 
    “Can’t sleep?” She asked by way of answer. He seemed to take her use of a foreign language in stride, though there was always the possibility that he hadn’t heard her very well. “Me neither,” she went on. “Though, I suppose I didn’t really try. There is something I must do first.” 
 
    The old priest turned farther on the bench, as though to take her in more fully. She couldn’t be sure how much candlelight reached the depths of her hood, but the harrow was convinced she had nothing to fear even if he could make out her features, not that Eska needed much convincing. 
 
    “What is your Wodefrey like, as gods go?” Eska asked. 
 
    The priest heard her well enough to catch the name of his god. He spoke and made a gesture, though whether it was at the physical space around them or at an intangible spirit, Eska could not say. 
 
    “I bet you could tell me about the significance of the faces. I must confess, my curiosity has not diminished. I am not one for worship, but I do enjoy when a mortal home of the divine is beautiful.” She leaned closer as though to impart a secret. “I find this one somewhat lacking, sir.” 
 
    The priest smiled again, then spoke and gestured once more, this time clearly indicating her. 
 
    “No, I’m afraid I’m not here to meet your god. Though I had a run in with him earlier today. Yesterday, I suppose.” Eska, for no reason at all, got up and mimicked the endless circular route she had traced in the sanctuary, only in miniature so as to fit in the aisle between the sets of benches. The priest laughed, showing a diminished collection of teeth. “Do they still make you do that?” Eska pointed at him and made a series of circles in the air with her finger. “Despite your advanced years? You should protest such treatment.” 
 
    This time, the priest seemed to catch her meaning because he laughed again and shook his head, then pointed to the pulpit, then to his white hair, and then at last to the bench he was seated on.  
 
    “You used to be the reader?” Eska gestured as though her hands were a book opening. The priest nodded, a smile of memories settling onto his features. “And now?” Eska frowned. “You got old. And they no longer let you read. You are confined to the benches.” The priest nodded again. “I must say, good sir, this seems unfair,” Eska said gently.  
 
    And she meant it. The man clearly had a love for his god and for the duty he had carried out, presumably for decades. True, his eyesight might be failing him, but Eska would have been much surprised if he did not have every word of Wodefrey’s book written in his heart.  
 
    But she had more to worry about than a priest who was probably still quite content with his lot in life, even if he had been pushed out of a job. Eska strode up the pair of steps to the platform. She passed by the pulpit and drew to a halt in front of the locked chest. Looking back at the priest, she said, “I need you to open this for me. Or tell me where to find the key.”  
 
     Perhaps she should have put on another performance. Perhaps she should have dropped to her knees in the aisle and pleaded with the priest for, well, for whatever it was that priests of Wodefrey offered to people—forgiveness, succor, a blessing. But Eska found she did not have the heart to use the old man’s piety against him. And the harrow flowing in her veins was far too bold for such subterfuge.  
 
    “I could tell you that what I intend might be to the benefit of your order and your god. There will be consequences for the triad, to be sure.” Mention of the triad earned a raised eyebrow. “And if your fellow black robes were of a mind to, say, advance their interests and improve their influence in this city, the opportunity to do so might be available to them very soon. But I don’t know the future.” Eska shrugged. “I do not know what will come of this night. So I will not make you any promises. Nor will I threaten you.” 
 
    The priest was watching her. His features were drawn, the wrinkles deepening, but not with fear or even consternation. She could see he understood what she wanted, if not her words. His fingers drifted, consciously or not, to the ring of keys at his belt.  
 
    If asked later, Eska could not have said why he acted as he did. It was a question she would return to, from time to time, when the world was quiet around her, when her mind called her back to that place and that moment. Perhaps he held a grudge against his fellow priests for removing him from the pulpit. Perhaps he understood she acted against the triad and saw no reason to counter this. Perhaps he thought his god spoke to him. 
 
    Whatever the old priest’s reasons, he got to his feet—slowly, using the bench in front of him for support, grimacing at some unseen pain—and approached the platform with shuffling steps. These he mounted with painstaking care. Eska would have moved to help him, but there was something in his face that kept her at bay. A determination. A need for autonomy. A desire, perhaps, to be solely responsible for his actions. 
 
    With fumbling fingers, he reached for the keys at his waist as he took the final steps toward Eska and the chest. Removing the iron ring, he studied each key carefully, as though it had been a great deal of time since he had needed to use them. Then, with a slight smile that was most certainly not directed at Eska, he separated one of the brass keys from the rest. Eska could make out features much like those on the stone faces outside on each key on the ring. This particular key seemed to be caught in an eternal yell.  
 
    The key turned smoothly in the lock—after a shaky moment in which the priest struggled to insert it—and he withdrew it and returned the ring to his belt methodically, then brought his attention, and his hands, to the chest and, with reverence, lifted the lid.  
 
    Nestled within beds of red velvet, the broken and burnt relics of Wodefrey seemed out of place. She dared not touch the sandal or the burnt wood, which both looked on the verge of disintegrating, but Eska reached in and ran a finger down the length of what remained of the blade. It was more attractive up close, with scrollwork and a small dark stone—not a gem—set in the hilt.  
 
    But it had to be the goblet. She had known this from the start. 
 
    Eska glanced at the priest, saw he was watching her. She held his gaze for a long moment, feeling a great need to remember his face though she did not know his name. She would have wagered the Argonex that he felt the same. And so she lowered her hood and let the candlelight flicker across her face. 
 
    Foolish, perhaps. An effect of the harrow root, almost certainly. But it seemed important to meet him on equal terms.  
 
    At last, Eska took up the goblet, feeling several small dents with her fingertips, feeling the way time had worked into the dull silver. While she did not know the story of Wodefrey, she knew the god claimed an ancient origin, but the scholar in her was quite certain the relic could not be more than five hundred years old, given the craft and method used—which was, of course, rather contradictory of it.  
 
    Eska smiled. Not in triumph. Not exactly in thanks. And then she was gone, tucking the goblet up her sleeve and sweeping out of the reading chamber.  
 
    Upon returning to the main sanctuary, she swept up as much of the shattered glass as she could, using her skirt to shield the skin of her forearm as she angled it about the stone floor, then sending the glittering pieces down a small grate. This accomplished—with the acknowledgement that her efforts were only likely to generate a brief delay in the inevitable discovery of the broken window, she set about climbing back up to the window. The goblet in her sleeve proved a clunky addition, but Eska made the ascent without mishap and leveraged herself up onto the beam. She slid back through the opening in the window, took a moment to breathe and admire the still dark plaza, then began to work her way down the stone noses and tongues until she stood on solid ground once more. 
 
    Her retreat through the old city turned into a game—one-sided as it was—of stalking a small patrol of guards making their way down the wide boulevard to the main gate. She crept after them, darting here and there to stay in the deepest shadows she could find, before abruptly breaking off her strange chase upon finding a garden that suited her needs perfectly—that is, it was within sight of the gate and contained a series of small hedges and a herd of perfectly round bushes that rose to Eska’s waist and were clumped tightly together, offering a hiding place to wait out the remainder of the night. Eska clambered over the low, decorative iron fence and nestled in among the bushes, confident that discovery was only likely if an ambitious gardener was determined to have an early start. 
 
    She measured the passage of time not by the light, which would be delayed by the walls of the old city, but by the gradual waning of the silence of night. A set of footsteps, perhaps the guards doing another circuit. The twittering of a bird from a hidden nest, welcoming the day. The metallic ring of a horse’s ironclad hooves on stone. Voices. More footsteps. A boy calling out to offer some sort of ware or service. Fresh fish from the river, Eska decided for the sake of amusement, or perhaps a morning news leaflet from the printer. 
 
    Absent, however, was an outcry from the direction of the cathedral.  
 
    At length, morning arrived—that is, the sensible hour at which a city’s respectable citizens properly begin to stir. It was time to make her final exit. Poking her head through the bushes just enough to catch sight of pedestrian traffic approaching the gate, Eska waited until she saw a flock of girls, well dressed and with hair neatly covered, accompanied by a trio of older women. She shook the dirt from her clothes as best she could, drew her hood over her head, then emerged from the garden after the girls had gone by. Eska trailed them by three or four steps, close enough to appear as a fourth chaperone, far enough not to attract their attention. Her ability to blend in was enhanced a moment later when four young men leading horses turned onto the main boulevard from a side street and fell in line behind her just as the group ahead slowed to wait for the gate to open. 
 
     In the end, the guards at the gate did nothing more than slide a lazy eye across the tightly packed group of girls before offering a deferential nod to the quartet of gentlemen behind Eska. As for the figure in a drab grey dress and equally dreary hood, they paid no attention. 
 
    And so Eska made her way back to the small guesthouse, not so unlike the other figures traversing the streets of the outer city—but, of course, for the fact that they carried loaves of bread or bundles of washing and she carried a relic of a god in her sleeve. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
     Casimir San-Voria had not returned. 
 
    This was easily determined by the fact that Cedo dashed to meet her on the street—apparently having given himself the task of watching for her—while shouting. His distress easily communicated the fact that he had not appreciated waking to find her and San-Voria missing, and Eska bent to meet him. The boy hurled himself into her arms, his voice angry but his tears betraying him. Eska wrapped her arms around him.  
 
    “Forgive me, Cedo,” she murmured into his ear. “But it had to be done.” 
 
    At length the boy drew back and spoke San-Voria’s name, his brow knit in confusion. 
 
    “He is all right. I will find him.” 
 
    Less easily appeased was Nadezha, who was leaning in the doorway of the guesthouse, her arms crossed in front of her. But she could not ask questions that Eska would understand, and Eska could not offer an adequate explanation without San-Voria’s translation skills. One did not properly convey the intricacies of the reasons for stealing a holy relic with gestures alone. And so the two women settled into an uneasy silence in the small courtyard while Eska consumed fresh bread, sour green grapes, and sausages cooked until their skins had burst.  
 
    The silence ought to have been welcome. Silence allowed Eska to think. But this particular silence seemed capable only of reminding her that, in the matter of discovering Casimir San-Voria’s whereabouts, she had little notion of where to begin. He was, she reasoned, not in immediate danger. While a physician would rather quickly discover the absence of a wound, he might have been allowed to rest and recover, so as not to spread his hysteria further. It was that hysteria, however, that might have landed him somewhere rather less welcoming than in the hands of a healer. But without deeper knowledge of the city, Eska could not begin to guess where that might be. 
 
    Beyond her concern for his health and wellbeing, Eska needed San-Voria to continue her plan—more specifically, she needed his coin.  
 
    Revitalized by the bread and sausages—which did nothing to cure the headache beginning to spread its web from her temples—she presented herself with a choice: venture forth into the outer city to attempt to ask after San-Voria’s whereabouts—with all the language difficulties that came with it, not to mention the possibility that he could very well be behind the wall—or search for spare coins in the small satchel left in the room he had yet to occupy.  
 
    Eska stood at the threshold of the corner room on the second floor of the guesthouse, unlocked with a second key by the obliging innkeeper. Spare and small, but not bereft entirely of comfort—or at least the attempt at it. The blanket pulled tight across the bed was good, thick wool. The washbasin was a cheerful shade of blue. A floral design had been carved, crudely, it had to be said, in the window ledge. And said window was free from excessive grime and allowed a pleasant amount of light to filter in.  
 
    The satchel was slung around the bedpost. Left behind only because Eska and San-Voria had agreed that their bloodstained ruse would be encumbered by it. San-Voria carried a small purse, Eska knew. But a man of his experience would not keep all his coin in a single place. Eska gestured for the innkeeper to leave her and then stared across the room. 
 
    “What would you have me do, Master Crow?” 
 
    And still the only answer that would come to her was the one she had carried all along. The sanctity of Casimir San-Voria’s purse would matter little if she could not secure further funds. Two nights, he had said. Not even that, if she took what she needed.  
 
    Spending the remaining coin on warm beds and bread and sausages wasn’t an option.  
 
    Taking a breath, Eska covered the distance to the satchel in three strides. Ignoring the main compartment entirely, she pressed her fingers against the inner and outer seams and through the three interior pockets until she found what she was looking for—a false seam hiding a few coins. The hidden pocket was not meant to deter the determined thief, only dissuade the casual pickpocket. And so Eska took what wasn’t hers for the second time over the course of a single morning. 
 
    He wouldn’t have argued with her. She felt quite certain of that. But that didn’t vanquish the unpleasant knot in her throat as she pushed the coins across her palm. 
 
    Four Anderran silvers, nine copper coins from Skagenskor. And single golden coin of Bellara, which she returned to the hidden pocket. While the merchants of Velsperg might prefer the coins of their neighbor, they would not refuse good Anderran silvers. But there was no need to flash around a gold coin in the outer markets of Velsperg, not for what she needed to buy. And Eska had a feeling Casimir San-Voria had been holding on to that golden griffin for a very long time. Likely it had not even factored into his calculations. 
 
    With a little good fortune and a healthy dose of cleverness, of which she felt more than capable, he would be able to hold onto it for as long as he liked.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    “And here I was thinking that to aspire to be bread was the greatest achievement left to me.” 
 
      
 
    “As new fashions go, I wouldn’t recommend this one, Casimir.” 
 
    Eska’s gesture, it had to be said, encompassed all of Casimir San-Voria, who was, in turn, encompassed entirely in a fine coating of flour. 
 
    To be sure, a quantity of flour had transferred to her as a result of the embrace they had shared and broken off only a moment before—and a moment after Casimir San-Voria had come stumbling into the small courtyard of the guesthouse—but it was negligible compared to the amount that yet clung to his skin and clothes. 
 
    Eska had been at work, head bent over the wooden slats of the table, a tray of materials at her side, a few less than satisfactory tools at hand, a burn in her upper back as her muscles protested her dedication to her project. Light danced through the squares of the trellis overhead, creating patterns on her work surface and her skin. So intent had she been, in fact, that she hadn’t noticed the figure darken the already dark doorway into the common room of the guesthouse—not until San-Voria stepped into the pattern of light and bumped against the table. 
 
    Eska had rushed to his side, steadying him, then wrapping her arms around him once she determined he wasn’t in danger of keeling over. When she stepped back and held him at arm’s length, she noticed the deathly pallor of his complexion—made worse by the flour, of course, but the dark circles under his eyes told a more concerning story. 
 
    “No?” Casimir looked down at himself. “And here I was thinking that to aspire to be bread was the greatest achievement left to me.” 
 
    They offered each other smiles, his weak, hers unconvincing, and then Eska helped him to sit. She called for the innkeeper and managed to ask for warm water, and in large quantities, and clean cloth. The guesthouse had no bathing facilities, but the courtyard offered some privacy and a small sluiceway directed under the wooden gate to the back alley would ensure that the stones would not become flooded. The innkeeper did little to hide her increasing bewilderment caused by her strange guests, but she seemed ready to comply to the best of her ability. 
 
    When they were alone again, Eska turned to San-Voria, who had sat through the exchange with eyes closed and had not let go of her hand. 
 
    “What happened? Are you all right?” 
 
    The man opened his eyes after a long moment. “They tried to deliver me to a physician in the old city. At least, so I gathered. But no one came to the door. So they hauled me back out through the gate. I pretended to be unconscious. Couldn’t see where they were taking me. I overheard them having a long conversation with a man, but could make out nothing useful. I was carried inside a building and deposited on a dirt floor.” He took a deep breath, but the act seemed to require a second, and Eska could see the discomfort in his features.  
 
    “This can wait, Casimir,” she said. “Let’s get you cleaned up so you can rest.” 
 
    “No. No.” San-Voria swallowed and waved his free hand about. “It’s all right. If I cannot manage a few words, then I might as well be dead.” He closed his eyes again, though not, Eska thought, to better recall the story. “When I dared open my eyes, I was in a dark room. There was an odor. I couldn’t place it at first. And then candlelight illuminated my surroundings. I saw shelves of supplies. Dried plants. Tools. Clay jars. There was a cold hearth near me with the skull of an animal hung over it. A man’s face peered over me. One eye white with blindness. A deep scar in the same cheek. But not old and grizzled. Perhaps the same age my brother would be now.” 
 
    Brother. San-Voria opened his eyes and looked at Eska as though he had not meant to let slip that particular detail. 
 
    “He said nothing, didn’t even look me in the face. He began to poke and prod at the blood staining my chest. I could see the moment he realized there was no wound. His eyes grew wide, but it was the way his mouth curled into a smile that I will remember.” San-Voria looked past Eska and took his hand from hers. “He spoke then, and laughed. I tried to get up, but he stuffed a rag in my mouth and held me down while he lashed my ankles together.” Here San-Voria looked down at his body and something scornful crept into his voice. “I am not an agile man. Nor am I strong. I might be able to crush a man if given the opportunity to sit on his chest, but I am no fighter. Like an animal, I quickly exhausted my meager ability to withstand him. He tied my hands.” Eska could see red, abrasive marks on his wrists, just below the sleeves of his ruined coat. “And then he left me there. Long enough for daylight to come, but there was no sign of other people. No voices passing by the one grimy window, no one to call to for aid. I managed to spit out the gag, but though I wriggled about like a beached whale from time to time, all my efforts to free myself were in vain. And then he came back.” 
 
    Which was precisely when the innkeeper arrived with a large basin of water, steaming gently, and a small stack of folded cloth. Eska moved her project and tools to the side and set about soaking a cloth in the warm water and began to wipe San-Voria’s face. He closed his eyes and let her work, and for a moment the courtyard was silent but for the song of a bird. 
 
    When she had cleaned his face and hands, she helped him stand and walk to the middle of the courtyard. San-Voria bent at the waist, allowing Eska to pour water over his head and neck, washing away the rest of the residue. She patted his skin until mostly dry, and then San-Voria motioned for her to stop and began to speak once more as he returned to the table.  
 
    “I think he meant to perform an experiment on me. After all, I wasn’t dying. I didn’t need his care. But there I was. Brought to him as though by divine will or the forces of nature.” Casimir took a breath. “Did you know there are stories about the organs of a man of my size?” 
 
    Eska shook her head.  
 
    “Indeed. I am a wondrous font of alchemy.” There was humor in the words but not the voice. “A fat man’s kidneys, when ground to a paste, can turn iron to gold. His liver can turn water to wine. And so on. There are certain places in the world where these old tales persist. I can only assume this man believes such stories. He began to arrange tools next to me. A surgeon’s tools, but crude. He sang to himself as he worked. He tried to feed me some elixir, no doubt meant to render me unconscious, but he forgot to force me to swallow. I held it in my mouth for as long as I could. It numbed my tongue. And then, when he leaned over me to say something, I jerked upright, hammering his head with mine as I spewed the liquid out of my mouth.” San-Voria rubbed at his forehead, where a faint red mark had bloomed on his skin. “Had I not caught him unaware, I do not think such a maneuver would have worked. He slumped to the ground, dazed, but not fully senseless. I had the sense to grab his saw and was able to cut through the rope around my ankles just as he was regaining his faculties.” Casimir looked at Eska and shrugged. “I ran. I heard him chasing after me. I made it out into the sunlight and kept running, unaware of where I was or where I ought to go. The streets were quiet but full of small twists and turns, allowing me to get out of his line of sight. And then at last, when I felt my lungs were one breath from bursting, I dove into a warehouse next to the river.” He gestured at the flour on Eska’s chest. “Which is how I ended up hiding in a pile of flour for the crows know how long.” A small smile crept onto San-Voria’s face.  
 
    Eska returned it, but only briefly. She leaned close, putting one hand on his arm. “Casimir. Forgive me.” 
 
    San-Voria grunted. “You were not the one about to cut me open.” 
 
    “No, but it’s my fault you were so close to being cut open. It was my insistence on chasing this ridiculous scheme. My decision to involve you. It was a poor way to use a friend.” 
 
    “Blame the harrow root, then.” San-Voria nodded at Eska’s small tray and the project she had been working on. “Besides, your scheme seems to be progressing.” 
 
    Eska glanced over at her work. “It is,” she allowed.  
 
    “You don’t seem particularly happy about that.” 
 
    Eska sighed. “You may be content to blame the harrow for last night, but I’m afraid it had nothing to do with the fact that I took your money to purchase what I needed.” 
 
    San-Voria laughed. A tired laugh. Tinged with pain. But a laugh nonetheless. “The hidden pocket. I don’t suppose it took you long to discover it.” 
 
    Eska shook her head ever so slightly. 
 
    “Cheer up, my dear. I would have expected nothing less.” And then Casimir San-Voria began to cough.  
 
    When the coughing did not abate, Eska, with assistance from the innkeeper, helped San-Voria upstairs to his bed. She then removed the flour-stained clothes for washing, pulled the bed linens and wool blanket up to his chin, and was about to leave him to sleep when his voice, low and distressingly weak, brought her back to the side of the bed.  
 
    “Where is Cedo?” 
 
    Eska knelt by the bed. “I sent him and Nadezha out to explore. He was pacing far more than a child ought, and I needed some peace in which to work.” 
 
    San-Voria nodded without opening his eyes. “You must make me a promise.” 
 
    “Casimir,” Eska began, but his fingers twitched against hers. 
 
    “A promise,” he repeated, a new strain in his voice. “You will bring me no physician. You will use what money you need to keep the boy fed and to finish what you started. You will use all of it, if you must. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I watched you flirt with death once, Casimir. I don’t want to do that again.” 
 
    “Promise me, Eska.” His fingers closed around her wrist. She could see the effort it cost him. “This illness has been with me for a long time. It cannot be cured. If it is my time, then it is my time. I will not have coin wasted on me.” 
 
    Eska watched his chest rise and fall with shallow breaths, watched his eyelids flutter in his pale face, watched him fight off a cough, watched him ball the blanket into his fist as though squeezing it hard enough would take away the pain. 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was the eggs that set the innkeeper to muttering. 
 
    The request was not just one or two for eating, no. Eska asked for a dozen boiled eggs and then smashed them. At which point the innkeeper threw up her hands, her gaze roaming over the trays of materials on the table Eska had commandeered, and went back to her kitchen, no doubt to prepare the telling of the story. 
 
    But Eska was far too occupied to notice. 
 
    The cloth vessel she had prepared—hardly worthy of the name and certainly not seaworthy—would have to do. She could wish for a copper dish fitted with a lid or even sturdy canvas, but her makeshift contraption was at least capable of closing, if not sealing, via a series of careful folds and knots, and she was in little position to complain. 
 
    Satisfied that the eggs within were a pulpy mess of crumbled yolks and soft whites, Eska placed her three prepared items in the cloth envelope and folded the remaining opening shut. Lacking a suitably heavy item to hold it closed, Eska resorted to the heaviest thing at hand—herself. 
 
    Which is how Cedo found her moments later—seated on the table, elbows on knees, body weight clamping the edges of the contraption shut. The boy sniffed at the odor of eggs and raised an eyebrow. He had watched the first portion of her task, his eyes following each short, reserved strike of the small hammer, but he had lost interest when she went to work with the rough piece of rock, the one thing on which Eska had not had to spend any of the precious coin. Nadezha had followed the process with more diligence—but no words—as the sun rode through the sky, sending shadows on their slow march across the courtyard, but she, too, had gone for a walk as the warmth of the day faded.  
 
    “If you were hoping for excitement,” Eska said as Cedo inspected a large purple flower growing on one of the trellises lining the short wall of the courtyard, “I’m afraid the only thing left to do is wait. Though, I suppose there is a certain thrill in waiting to see if I have succeeded or failed.” 
 
    Less thrilling was the prospect of what followed failure. She hadn’t let herself think on that. Not yet.  
 
    Moving on from the flower, Cedo settled on the chair holding Eska’s feet, perching on one edge with his knees tucked up to his chin.  
 
    “Cedo. You know what I mean when I say the word home, yes?” 
 
    Cedo repeated her Bellaran word and then said the Vardini word. He then pointed at himself. “Grass home.” He frowned. “No.” 
 
    Eska nodded. “Yes. Exactly. The grass was your home.” She pointed at herself. “My home is across the sea. It takes a ship to get there.”  
 
    Sea, ship, home. These were words she had taught him. But he had never seen the sea. Had never smelled the salt air or seen a ship sail on the dark waves.  
 
    “My home could be your home.” Eska watched the boy for understanding. “If you wish.” He was thinking, she could see that, but she could not see the shape of his thoughts, if he was puzzling out the words or if it was the meaning that had formed a small crease between his eyes. “San-Voria will be able to explain it properly,” Eska said, “but I needed to say it.” 
 
    She smiled. The boy smiled back. They spent the remaining hours of daylight sharing words. Vine. Hammer. Silver. There was laughter over her poor pronunciation of the Vardini word for eggshells. Cedo learned trellis, an object entirely unfamiliar to him. And then, as the light dimmed, sunset, sunlight, and shadows.  
 
    Eska was waiting for the first yellow star to appear over the low wall so she could ask the word, but their game was interrupted by the innkeeper, who brought bread, cheese, and cold pigeon with a sour cherry sauce, and the return of Nadezha. Eska set aside a portion for San-Voria, then watched Cedo contemplate the unfamiliar food with stoic resistance—despite the obvious rumble emanating from his stomach. Nadezha gave him a teasing poke in the belly, then spoke quietly as she pointed at the food and proceeded to not perish at the taste of her own. At last Cedo succumbed, though he pointedly ignored the cherry sauce after a single taste. 
 
    Only when the boy had been settled in bed, only when Eska had watched Casimir chew and swallow a few bites of pigeon and cheese—an arduous process enjoyable to neither—only after the night sky was littered with stars did Eska return to her smashed eggs.  
 
    Asking Nadezha to hold a candle just so, Eska opened the cloth vessel, trying to let as little air escape as possible, and peered within. And she smiled at what she saw. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eska spent the last of Casimir San-Voria’s money in the morning. All save the golden griffin. 
 
    A quarter of it went to the bathhouse around the corner from the guesthouse, the only such establishment in the outer city—other than the half-finished one covered in scaffolding. It was a modest place, consisting of a single lukewarm pool and six stalls cordoned off from public view by a negligible amount of fabric hanging at odd angles. Eska paid to ensconce herself within one such stall, where she dumped a bucket of warm water over her head, lathered herself quickly with a bit of soap, tried and failed to work any of the suds into her hair and scalp, and then sluiced a second—cold, to save a coin—bucket of water over herself. 
 
    Shivering and decidedly not clean, Eska toweled off, using a second cloth to wrap up her wet hair, and then grimaced her way back into the same grey outfit the triad had dressed her in—now thoroughly beyond repair.  
 
    After a brief stint in the sun to prevent her hair from dripping endlessly—the longing for a comb was sudden and severe—Eska made her way to the only tailor and dressmaker in the outer city whose storefront seemed to fit somewhere between respectable and affordable.  
 
    There, under the care of a petite woman, Eska experienced her first moment of relaxation since arriving in Velsperg—no, since leaving the Anderran city of Rhoxanos. Not because the fabrics were particularly fine. Not because the shop was luxurious. Simply because the woman knew how to conduct business through a barrier of language—and because she didn’t blink when Eska made it clear there would be no skirts involved. Efficient, practical, and skilled, she soon had rid Eska of the hated grey thing—unmissed and unmourned—and was fitting her in a pair of modified men’s trousers in a deep, vibrant blue, a white shirt with sleeves that billowed just the way Eska liked, and a grey vest, the fabric of which had just enough delicate detail in it to be interesting.  
 
    It was far from elaborate. It could not be called eye-catching. 
 
    But Eska felt more herself than she had in days, it was affordable, and, after some swift but sure sewing, it fit tremendously well.  
 
    If only she still had her boots. 
 
    The tailor, who had stepped back to appraise her work, laughed at Eska’s bare feet, tossed a pair of stockings at her, and then, hands waving in a manner that suggested Eska should wait, disappeared out the back of her shop. 
 
     Eska had worked half of her damp hair into a braid over her shoulder by the time the woman returned—holding a pair of boots. The woman said something in rapid Skadish, her hands waving this time at the boots, which were gently used but of obvious quality. Eska held up her own hands, palms out, trying to convey that she had no coin for such a purchase. The tailor thrust the boots at Eska, speaking over her protestations, until at last Eska accepted that the boots were coming with her.  
 
    Sliding her feet inside, she wiggled her stocking-shod toes about until they settled into the leather, and then laced them up. The tailor beamed. Eska, despite the imminent departure of the rest of her funds, did too. 
 
    She wore a different smile, however, that afternoon. The first smile had been joyful and glad and unaffected. The second was a smile of triumph, pure and intense and brightly cold—and impossible for the triad of Velsperg to ignore. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The triad was in session. The doors to the hall were open, letting fresh air filter in and muted voices drift out.  
 
    Eska, lingering for a moment at the base of the steps, could hear the voice of Ursenbek, then silence, at least as far as she could tell, as presumably some poor citizen of Velsperg struggled to answer a question. Another voice, then a third, and Eska, satisfied the entire triad was within, but not foolish enough to venture up the steps and test the red-cloaked guards stationed between the columns, stepped away and toward the center of the plaza. Besides, she had no desire for what would follow to take place behind closed doors.  
 
    The old city was pleasantly lively. Children chased a ball across the stones. Men and women walked here and there, promenading to be seen rather than to achieve a destination. A small, open carriage turned round and round the plaza, the young women within chattering to each other. No vendors or merchants, here, no. Not where they might offend the triad—or the god—with their need for commerce. 
 
    As for that god, the cathedral was quiet, the entry shut. Eska traced her path up the stone faces with her eyes, letting her gaze rest for a moment on the broken window above as she smiled to herself. She doubted the priests within matched the calm exterior of their house of worship, not when they would have awoken to the discovery that one of their priceless relics was missing. There would have been a search—quiet at first, conducted surreptitiously by a few senior members of the order as they sought to keep their panic in check, until their hasty feet and alarmed voices became too obvious to ignore, sending the entire priestly population into an uproar.  
 
    All save one, she supposed. She wondered where the old priest was. If he watched his fellows or sought his god in some peaceful place and waited for the furor to die down. 
 
    Said furor would have only increased, of course, when the high-ranking priests had at last come to the unfortunate conclusion that they would need to disclose the disappearance of the goblet to the triad. Eska could just imagine the terror of some hapless runner dispatched with an unthinkable message. The heart of the city, after all, rested in the relics of Wodefrey. So Baron Talhausen had said. 
 
    And so Eska waited amid the citizens of Velsperg, a point of stillness as the city moved around her, resolutely fixed to the stones of the plaza, alone but for the satchel resting between her feet. San-Voria’s trusty companion. 
 
    She did not have to wait long.  
 
    It was Baron Talhausen who spotted her. It would have happened sooner or later. The guards were watching her while trying to appear as though they weren’t. One of them might have stepped inside to alert a captain of the presence of a strange woman at the base of the steps. Or a servant might have been dispatched with a message and recognized her. But Eska was glad it was Talhausen. He stepped out from the dark interior of the hall and into the shadowed portico behind the columns, seeking fresh air or a respite from the endless conflict within, perhaps. Eska watched him scan the plaza, recognized the instant his gaze landed on her, saw his eyes narrow. A long moment followed. Eska was content to let it linger and imagined she could see his fingers tightening over the golden swan head in his hand. And then he turned and vanished inside the hall. 
 
    Eska tilted her face to the sun. Closed her eyes. Let herself take a deep breath. Felt the skin of her forearms prickle in anticipation. 
 
    The triad emerged in force, the red hats managing to squeeze through the door without one giving precedence to the other—though Eska, smiling that smile now, would have sworn she saw Countess Talhausen’s shoe break the threshold first. Behind them filtered their coterie of attendants and family members, eagerly trotting to keep up and keep in favor. The baron was the last to vacate the hall, and he tarried at the rear, his eyes never leaving Eska’s face. 
 
    It was Rohr who found his tongue first. But his words drew the ire of Ursenbek—naturally—and Eska waited with arms crossed as the two men spat out a brief argument. It ended with a red-faced Rohr pursing his lips into silence as he clutched at a pendant—a miniature version of the broken sword of Wodefrey, Eska saw. The woman from the Ursenbek contingent stepped forward to serve as translator once more after her master spoke in her ear. 
 
    “The triad does not welcome you, Eska de Caraval. State your business and be gone.” 
 
    Eska looked from one red hat to the next—Rohr’s expression of persecution, Talhausen’s haughty stare, and finally Ursenbek’s unease—but she had no intention to speak, not when her actions would accomplish so much more. 
 
    Still smiling, Eska glanced around the plaza, not bothering to disguise her appraisal of the growing crowd, then leaned down and picked up the satchel. Fixing her gaze on Rohr, Eska reached in and withdrew a silver goblet and, as though this were the most natural thing in the world, set it down on one of the warm paving stones at her feet, the sun glinting off the tarnished metal. 
 
    She waited until the count’s frown turned to horror—honestly, it took far longer than it ought to have for one of such supposed piety—and then reached into the satchel once more. Rohr shouted, gestured for guards to rush on Eska, but she was already moving her gaze on to Ursenbek, who barked an order that stopped the red cloaks in their tracks, his attention never straying from Eska’s hands. 
 
    The second goblet drew frowns. The third a murmur—and earned more than a few hands reaching up to cover mouths no longer capable of staying shut. Countess Talhausen’s nostrils flared wide as Eska, keeping her face turned toward the woman, placed this goblet alongside the others. 
 
    It was Baron Talhausen who went under Eska’s stare as she removed the fourth and final goblet from the satchel and completed the set. 
 
    Four goblets of silver, one dulled by age, three by knowledge. Four identical patterns of dents, painstakingly hammered into the metal. Four matching abrasions on the base.   
 
    She was, as she had acknowledged to herself countless times as she worked on the silver, fortunate that Wodefrey’s goblet was not distinguished by the presence of any large gems or intricate patterns. Aging silver with the sulfur of egg yolks was simple. Hammering dents was slightly more complicated but not out of her skillset. But she could not have fashioned rubies or carved beasts into the silver. 
 
    Fortunate, then, that Wodefrey had a simple taste in relics.  
 
    The woman tasked with translating looked from the four goblets to Eska to Ursenbek, waiting, her eyes pleading for words to speak and fill the silence. 
 
    But Ursenbek had no words. And so Eska spoke at last. 
 
    “You know what I asked for.” Eska gestured at the goblets. “I know which of these is the real goblet of Wodefrey.” She looked up at the faces of Rohr, Ursenbek, and Talhausen. “Do we have an understanding?” 
 
    It was—of course it was—Baron Talhausen whose face first demonstrated comprehension of what Eska had done in that moment. Yes, she had played her pieces on the game board and won. Yes, she had insured her demands—her formerly polite requests—would be granted.  
 
    But more than that, she had embarrassed the triad in front of the old city. She had revealed the shallow extent of their piety—even that of Count Rohr, who had cultivated it so assiduously. 
 
    The red hats would understand it soon enough. But as they grabbed at her collection of goblets and turned them in their hands, angry words spilling from frightened tongues, as they sought, and failed, to detect the real relic among the frauds, they could not see beyond that moment, could not see through their own pride to the disappointment of their people.  
 
    But Baron Kaspari Hamilcar Axel Lohengrin Siegismar Talhausen’s gaze was on the crowd, and when at last he turned it back on Eska, his eyes told her what she already knew—she had stolen Velsperg from the triad. At least for a moment. It might be a crack, only. A fissure soon to be shored up. Placated. Traditions and history might win in the end. But for a mere two days in the city—well, a crack was nothing to scoff at.  
 
    In the end, the triad was generous—simply because they were desperate to be rid of her. After taking refuge within the privacy of their hall, the three red hats wordlessly plucked coins from purses carried by their attendants. Eska didn’t need to be overly familiar with the currency of Velsperg to know she was being given more than she would have asked for had they proved better hosts. Rohr kept his gaze averted while a servant deposited a share in her satchel. Countess Talhausen tried to sneer but only managed to look like she had snorted a fly up her nose. As for Ursenbek, he was the only one to deign to hand over his money with his own hands. 
 
    In return, she promised, through the translator who refused to meet her gaze, and who very much looked like she didn’t wish to be relaying such words, that the true relic of Wodefrey would be returned when Eska was safely beyond the walls of the old city. She agreed to a single red-cloaked—but unarmed—escort and the promise that the moment she was through the gate, she would place the goblet in his gloved hands. 
 
    And then, because she could, Eska made sure to exit the hall in just such a way as to cross paths—accidentally, of course—with Baron Talhausen one last time. 
 
    He tried to brush past her through the door, his jaw tightening beneath his beard, but Eska kept close to his shoulder. When they reached the line of columns, he stopped abruptly and turned on her.  
 
    “You have made an enemy today, Lady de Caraval. Perhaps even more than one.” His voice, so low only she could hear, trembled with anger. 
 
    “Baron, do you think to frighten me? Is your opinion of yourself so great? I could trample on your pride and call you insignificant. Your city too. But instead I will take pity on you and offer a piece of advice, because I think that will be the hardest thing to swallow, won’t it.” Eska stepped close. “If you wish to rule Velsperg, try looking to your people, instead of to yourself. Ursenbek, Rohr, Talhausen.” She shook her head. “These names must not matter more than the city you share.” 
 
    Offering one last smile, Eska turned and strode down the steps, never once feeling inclined to look back.  
 
    The journey to the gate of the old city passed without incident—though not without comment. The plaza whispered as she went by, and farther down the boulevard, it became clear the story had traveled quickly, as stories do. Faces glanced her way, some darting away, others lingering, and by the time she and her escort reached the gate, perhaps a dozen or so citizens were tailing her—albeit attempting to appear as though mere chance carried their feet after her.  
 
    Once through the gate, Eska held up her end of the bargain. Reaching into the satchel, she felt her way around the goblets until she detected the real one. A quick glance—she would never tell what she was looking for—before she pulled it free of the leather confirmed her touch. With a flourish, she balanced it on one palm and extended her hand to the guard.  
 
    He accepted it slowly, as though Wodefrey might strike him down for daring to touch it, but at last the silver rested awkwardly in his hands. 
 
    Which was when a man approaching slowly on horseback, just visible in Eska’s periphery, called out. 
 
    “Eska?” 
 
    She looked. Blinked.  
 
    “Uncle?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    “Besides, you have a plan.” 
 
      
 
    The day Albus became part of an invasion force began much like his other days in Onaxos. 
 
    He woke not long after the sun. He watched the stripes of sunlight filtering between the slats in the balcony door move across the floor until his bladder demanded attention. He touched his toes ten times. Possibly only nine times. Counting exercises had never been of much interest to him. He rang for a cup of tea, then proceeded to regret it and wish for proper Arconian tea—that is, the Calabrillo or Mahaelish varieties that traveled by road and by water to Arconia. And then he opened his balcony doors and contemplated the sea. 
 
    In short, it did not feel much like a day that would see a great army set sail for his home intent on destroying it, as was the way of armies. 
 
    And yet Albus, as he watched the greys and greens and blues of the shifting, unknowable sea, felt as though he stood upon the brink of a great abyss. Only he did not know if he ought to fall, and really, it was just Onaxos below him, its rooftops and domes and terraced levels now familiar. Albus shook his head, wishing he had a book to occupy him in addition to the proper tea. Books had that power over him. The ability to shut out the world when Albus did not want to be a part of it. He’d learned that at a very young age, when Ilena had first pressed a small leather-bound book into his hands. He’d gone to her for comfort, as he had so often, his eyes red from too many tears, his knees skinned, his head still full of the laughter of the other boys. But instead of the gentle hug he had come to expect from this woman who was not his mother, she had sat him down on the dirt floor of her kitchen and offered him words instead of warmth.  
 
    To be sure, there was warmth in her smile, but Albus hadn’t understood why she would not soothe him as she had before. He had a faint memory of stubborn resistance, as though he intended to show her the folly of her ways, but no doubt it crumbled rather faster than young Albus would have liked to admit. He had opened the book quietly, sniffling a little still. And Ilena, humming over her sewing, had pretended not to notice. 
 
    He hadn’t understood a thing inside that cracked binding, of course. Reading was not a thing a small boy from his village was expected to have much use for, let alone interest in. He was destined for working another’s fields, or, if he was fortunate, a place in the vanguard of the next war—though Albus, even at a young age, had never quite managed to discover how dying on a rain-soaked field of mud with a hole in his belly large enough for his intestines to flop out was to be considered fortunate. A year later, when he saw a girl his age die of starvation during a winter that had seen his own small body turn to skin and bones, he had reconsidered this, though he still did not acquire a desire for the sword life.  
 
    But though he could not read, there was something about that book that made him forget—forget the tears shed, forget the self-pity lurking in his throat, forget the taunts of the boys, forget, even, Ilena, in that moment. He turned page after page, unable to decide which was more marvelous, the paper or the ink. And then, after he had reached the back cover, Ilena had taken him in her lap and showed him a few letters—enough to spell her name, which was the extent of her knowledge. She had then scraped them in her dirt floor, which was more magical to Albus than the day he had seen the sunset turn a waterfall to fire, or the night he had watched a shadow cross over the moon—a thing that had set his mother to praying and that he had much later learned to name eclipse. 
 
    Ilena had smiled sadly at her own limitations, but Albus was thrilled. He was fairly sure, with more confidence than he had felt about anything in his life, that the last letter of her name was rather like the first sound in his name, and, if he dared be so bold, there was another shared sound—which meant in knowing the letters for her name, Albus very nearly knew the letters for his own. He did not think of his skinned knees again that day. 
 
    For days after that encounter, Albus had returned to Ilena’s small house each morning, which was, in itself, unremarkable. He spent more time under her roof than his own, a fact about which is mother and father were not overly concerned. But instead of asking her for bread or drawing in the dirt of her floor with a stick or feeding her goat, Albus studied the book—escaped into it though it was beyond his comprehension. 
 
    When he left that village four years later, when he first walked across the vast Decadronum and laid eyes on the doors of the Lordican, a small boy with equal parts fear and purpose in his heart, he knew he owed his life to Ilena and her book. If only she had lived long enough to see how she had changed the shape of the current on which he had been borne. 
 
    “A book won’t save Arconia now,” Albus murmured. “Or you.” The sea beyond the harbor and the wall—just visible as a shred of infinity—stared back at him with the terrible sort of cold only the depths of an ocean can possess. To be sure, the night sky had its own chill, the distant kind not quite gentled by the stars. But the sea was wild and immediate and very capable of drowning— 
 
    Albus shook his head and stepped away from the edge of the balcony. 
 
    “It is just another day,” he said, wondering if a different inflection—or perhaps even language, there were so many he could try—might help it sound more convincing to his ears. “The sun has risen, and it will set. That is all, Albus Courtenay. Besides, you have a plan.” 
 
    This plan consisted of precisely one thing—how to get Alekto safely aboard Keleut’s ship—and even this was not a sure thing, being fraught with rather more than a few potential pitfalls along the way. But Albus had spent half the night lying awake convincing himself it would work—no small feat considering the leaps of logic it required—and he was not about to untie that small knot of hope. 
 
    It was Alekto’s plan, concocted during a second surreptitious meeting, this one during a candlelight vigil beneath the tower of the Wisdoms, his whisper nearly imperceptible as he bowed his forehead to the white stone. So brief was the moment, so few the words exchanged, so little had he seen of the man’s eyes in the dark that were it not for the touch of Alekto’s fingers on the back of Albus’s hand, he might have believed it a waking dream. And then the priest had slipped away, leaving him to return to Aurelia and Aurelian, his hand burning with the memory of that touch, his mind thoroughly unable to process the chants and songs that followed. To his immense relief, the twins had been too preoccupied with receiving the awe and adoration of the citizens of Onaxos to have noticed his absence. Trinkets were offered for blessings, hems were kissed, tears were shed. Albus had looked away. 
 
    He had never found out what distraction had been manufactured to draw Aurelia away that day at the great temple of Taalo. The girl had been close-mouthed upon her return to the Macedonos compound—a return made well into the evening, when the city was brimming with greys and blues and the last of the sun on the sea was but a purple glow in the west.  
 
    Aurelia had disappeared into her chambers within moments, but not before Albus, concealed behind one of the great ferns in the courtyard, caught sight of her face. The strain in her eyes, exacerbated by the shadows under them, had been quite shocking to Albus, accustomed to her natural brightness, and though the effect was no doubt magnified by the bobbing light of a servant’s lantern and the flicker of the torches in their brackets, it could not be said that Aurelia nox Macedonos looked well. 
 
    Albus, in the midst of trying not to be caught in the torchlight by executing something that might have been mistaken for an ungraceful dance step, his hands groping at the waist of the column in a most ungentlemanly manner, had pitied her in that moment. She was a girl, after all, not yet thirteen, motherless, fatherless, orphaned into a harsh world with only her brother at her side.  
 
    The pity did not extend beyond a few heartbeats. Aurelia had a fortune at her disposal, a name to command attention, and features to rival divinity. Not to mention the mechanisms at her fingertips to manipulate a city—mechanisms Albus had still not managed to work out, exactly. Her advantages seemed to outweigh her disadvantages rather considerably. 
 
    Since her return that night, she had grown more distant to Albus, their appearance at the candlelight vigil being the only time he had been in proximity to her for more than a moment.  
 
    A knock at his chamber door broke Albus from his reverie. He called for the servant to enter and turned away from the balcony, his hands still itching for a book—a book he surely would have dropped had it been more than a phantom when he saw that the figure filling his door was, as though summoned by his thoughts (terrifying, if so), was Aurelia herself. 
 
    Not just Aurelia. 
 
    A second head appeared, giving the twins the uncanny appearance of a two-headed creature, like a cat Albus had heard rumors of as a child—or, and this was far more insidious, like the gods they were rumored to be descended from. Or the reborn gods themselves. Albus had heard both. He clasped his hands in front of him, then promptly unclasped them and repeated the gesture behind his back. 
 
    “My lord,” Aurelia said, “we begin our journey down to the harbor. The sea wall will open soon to admit the fleet, and we must be there to welcome it.” 
 
    Aurelian placed a hand on his sister’s shoulder, his gleaming armor lending a shining aura to her white robes. “It is time.”  
 
    Somehow Albus did not think he ought to mention that he had yet to eat his morning meal. 
 
    Fortune, it seemed, was not willing to give up on him entirely, however. Albus was pleased—and his stomach even more so—to see the vessel that would carry them down through the canals and locks was outfitted as though it, too, was about to embark across the Anerrean, though without the trident-wielding warriors. The striped awnings that typically graced the boats had been removed, presumably the better for the citizenry to catch a glimpse of the Macedonos twins, and the humble benches had been upgraded to white marble—though Albus did see one wobble in a way marble should not when one of the attending dignitaries took a heavy seat. The railing had been festooned with garlands of green and white, and—most importantly to Albus—a rich spread of food had been set out, over which a solemn servant stood guard with a large feather fan to keep away the intrepid fly. Albus could only hope the food was not also imitation quality. 
 
    As it turned out, it was the most delightful meal Albus had yet experienced in Onaxos, which really seemed a shame since he was not likely to ever return. He was, however, the only one who took part—another shame given that the dates were perfectly ripe and the soft spread of something that was part cheese, part butter, and part—oh, Albus did not care! He ate it all, spreading it in generous swaths across a fresh flatbread spiced with something unfamiliar, not caring in the least—for once—that Aurelia and Aurelian did not touch a bite. Nor did the citizens of Onaxos deemed important enough to attend them on the descent, no doubt taking their cues from the children they dared not offend.  
 
    The journey was slow, slower than Albus remembered, and he suspected that, much like the removal of the awnings, this was intentional, aimed at drawing the largest crowd possible. 
 
    And it worked. The devotees came first, of course. Those who had known to look for the twins that morning. Those who thought a kiss from Aurelian’s lips on a baby’s forehead would lead to a life of prosperity and good fortune. Those who wanted Aurelia to bless their homes. Those who spent every free moment at the temples of Taalo and Toora. But it was not long before the crowd expanded to the curious, the bored, and the unemployed. By the time they reached the second level, just above the harbor, Albus would not have wagered against half of Onaxos trailing after them, clogging every paving stone and trampling through tidy gardens (even the sacred ones!) in an effort to get close. Albus even saw children on rooftops and balconies crammed with far more occupants than was likely safe. 
 
    He remarked as much to Aurelia and was about to add that it was a marvel that no one had been caught underfoot and trampled when a shriek cut through the crowd noise. Albus looked, caught sight of a flailing figure, hands reaching for the balustrade that was too far away, robe fluttering—and then, with a sickening sound Albus would not forget as long as he lived, the woman landed. A wave of silence washed over those closest. Horrified, Albus waited for someone to do something. And something did happen, something more dreadful than anything he had witnessed in his time behind the sea wall of Onaxos—the crowd moved on. With a song on their lips and flowers in their hands, they walked around the dead woman’s corpse, like water flowing around an errant pebble or a spot of mud, her life already forgotten, a sacrifice, though whether to Taalo and Toora or the twins who watched it all with impassive, cold eyes, Albus could not say. Nor, he realized, did it matter. There was no humanity in any of those answers.  
 
    Albus lost his taste for the food. 
 
    For the remainder of the journey, Albus did not move from his place at the rail, his gaze fixed on the harbor solely because it kept him from having to look at the faces in the crowd. 
 
    As such, he saw two faces that were apart from the rest as the boat was pulled to the wall and prepared for disembarking. First was Keleut, her face a stern and solemn mask that would have fooled Albus had he seen it under the hot sun as she posed a game of death and questions as teeth rattled in her hair. The Seycherran waited on the pier, her own ship a sturdy, if somewhat bedraggled, cousin of the ships that would come through the sea wall in a matter of moments. She did not meet Albus’s eye, but then, he supposed he had not expected her to. 
 
    Second was Alekto. Bereft of his priestly garb, his dark curls free from the tight braids, dressed in plain, rough cloth, waiting with the small group of supplicants who had been chosen to meet the twins at the harbor. He smiled at Albus, despite the distance. Albus could not return the smile, twisted as his stomach was. Alekto had assured Albus Kallisto would gain him access to the supplicants, and Albus had half hoped to see that first, crucial part of the plan fail. 
 
    And then, for the briefest of moments, nothing more than a sparrow’s wingbeat, Albus thought he saw Kallisto nox Philippos as his gaze shifted to roam over the city, caught by the movement of the crowd. A face behind a litter’s white curtain. Looking down from the second level of the city. But there were so many litters and so many faces, and Albus could not find it again when his gaze darted back in search of those wise eyes. 
 
    The twins stepped onto the pier to the joyful delight of the crowd. A rain of flowers cascaded from the terraces above, thrown by the adoring citizens, drifting to settle on the stones of the piers and float atop the gentle harbor waves. Albus saw Aurelia wave, saw Aurelian smile, saw them greet Keleut with the benevolent expressions of those who know they hold the strings of another’s ambition in their hands. Albus clambered out of the boat and joined the small party on the pier, just as two men arrayed for battle stepped forward to kneel before the twins. Strategos Tarchos and Strategos Vilius, Albus decided. They wore white and golden steel, their chest pieces mimicking the head of the colossal statue in the harbor, their arms clad in golden scales. Each carried a trident, equal parts decorative and deadly, the shafts worked with exquisite detail. Upon their heads sat great plumed helmets, and Albus wondered at the weight of them as the men bent their necks to the twins. 
 
    It was, he had to admit, a beautiful scene, the sort immortalized in a floor-to-ceiling fresco. The Pride of Onaxos, perhaps it could be called. The gallant heroes the focal point, receiving the blessing of their precocious leaders who had promised victory and glory. The flowers falling from above, the jubilant faces, rendered as little more than tiny, light-dappled smears of paint—the idea of joy rather than the expression of it.   
 
    And then there were the ships. How could Albus forget the ships. 
 
    From far atop the sea wall, a deep horn sounded to the sky, once, twice, three times in all, drowning out the masses. Albus turned, saw the crack of daylight in the iron, saw it grow—and saw the first sleek hull, its nose cleaving through the sea, its oars churning at an unsustainable pace designed to impress. One after another, the fleet poured through the sea wall, until any artist present would have quite forgotten the city and turned his or her attention and talents to the ships filling the harbor under the watchful gaze—and sea-darkening shadow—of the divine Taalo and Toora, a scene, unless there were other colossal statues straddling harbors Albus was unaware of, unlike any other in the world. 
 
    “I won’t blame you if you want to change your mind and sail with them.” 
 
    Albus looked over his shoulder to find Keleut staring out at the fleet, her lips slightly parted, her gaze unblinking. It was the sort of expression one might expect to find on a rapt lover. He looked to the Nausikaa, so unlike the Onaxian ships that it hardly seemed a ship at all in comparison.  
 
    Albus shrugged. “I see sails and hulls and oars and a great deal of knots I wouldn’t know how to tie or what to do with,” he said. “And I wager my stomach wouldn’t know the difference.” He was rewarded with a small smile—though no doubt in part because she was imagining how it would feel to approach Arconia’s harbor at the head of such a fleet, the drumbeats for the rowers a death knell for those on shore. The thought curdled the buttery cheese with which he’d stuffed himself. “How many Seycherran ships do you expect? How many will answer your call?” 
 
    “Enough,” Keleut said, still not taking her gaze from the harbor.  
 
    Whether she meant enough to destroy his city or enough to feed her pride and to see that Onaxos could not claim victory alone, Albus could not say. Likely the pirate could not either. 
 
    “And when the rest see the strength of our cause, when they catch sight of these ships riding the sparkling sea under a stiff breeze and the burning sun, they will join us, or spend the rest of their lives lamenting their choice.” 
 
    Albus nodded—to nothing and no one. Keleut remained transfixed. “Excuse me,” he murmured, stepping away. “I am expected for the supplication.” She said nothing. He did not think she even heard the words. 
 
    The wailing started before he reached his designated place in the array of those attending Aurelia and Aurelian. Slipping into position—three steps back and one to the right of Aurelian’s right shoulder—he had a good view of the supplicants as they began the ritual, dropping to the pier, foreheads to stone, fingers splayed, voices rising in urgent calls without melody or rhythm. Alekto knelt in the middle of the group of twelve, playing his part with aplomb. And then, without any cue Albus could discern, the twelve supplicants went silent and still as statues. 
 
    Taking turns, Aurelia and Aurelian went to each and raised them up to their feet, asking their names, examining them as a farmer might judge livestock—which was all too near the truth of it. To be sure, the twins wore kind smiles and spoke gently, but there was calculation in their every move. After all, they needed to choose one who would please their gods. 
 
    Like a lamb, Alekto stood meekly, his eyes downcast as Aurelian spoke to him, giving every indication he was ready—no, content—to be sacrificed to Toora and Taalo. 
 
    Albus had balked at the very first mention of sacrifice, bile rising in his throat, a protest on his lips. He had tried to tell Alekto that there had to be another way, that he need not risk his life in this manner. In his vehemence, Albus had uttered more than a few harsh words against the weakness that causes men and women to kill each other in the name of gods—gods he considered to be creations of the human mind. He had, in fact, railed on and on in such a manner until he had realized Alekto had gone quite silent, though the other man’s eyes spoke a great deal—and loudly. 
 
    Albus had trailed off then, his cheeks flushing, and Alekto had waited a moment longer than was strictly necessary before speaking the final word on the matter—which was, of course, that he had made up his mind, that there was no viable alternative to getting him on board a ship, and that he trusted Kallisto to do her part. He also may have uttered something about being prepared to die if it came to that, though Albus did not like to think on those words.  
 
    It was custom, Alekto had explained, perhaps one of the oldest Onaxian traditions, for a fleet to sail with a sacrifice on board, ready to quell the angry seas or to ask Toora for her strength against a foe. Not all were sent to the knife. Some came back alive, if wind filled the sails and opponents died easily. When pressed, he had admitted that the stories of those who lived were rare. Albus had insisted this was barbaric, and while Alekto had not disagreed, the priest had reminded him that the truly desperate will do anything to save their families. And there was the lure. The chosen supplicant would die knowing their loved ones, their ailing mothers and fathers, their hungry children, would live in comfort for the rest of their lives, a living token of gratitude to the dead. 
 
    And so Alekto had fabricated an identity and Kallisto had done her work in the shadows, ensuring Alekto would be there in that moment, standing before Aurelian nox Macedonos, asking to be chosen to die. 
 
    Albus saw the twins step away from the twelve and whisper to each other, saw them discuss the merits of the human flesh before them, saw them weigh one life against the other on a god’s scale. At last Aurelian nodded his agreement and Aurelia straightened her shoulders and smiled at the supplicants. Albus saw her raise a hand, saw her open her mouth, saw her begin to point to a young man with sorrowful eyes and scarred and sun-cracked hands, and Albus knew it was too late—and then a scream. 
 
    Nameless, faceless, followed by another and the collective gasp of the crowd. 
 
    Albus looked to the pale blue sky, knowing what he would find, his skin prickling all the same. 
 
    White wings and black smoke. Divine intervention. 
 
    The white ravens spilled forth from the tower of the Wisdoms, hardly more visible than the sun-swallowed stars, chased by a cloud of black smoke.  
 
    The possibilities for an artist in the harbor of Onaxos that morning were really quite extraordinary.  
 
    Three things happened. 
 
    The young man with the scarred hands, so close to achieving his dream of dying, fainted, crumpling to his knees and folding forward to fall on his face.  
 
    Albus may very well have been the only person in Onaxos to notice. 
 
    Strategos Vilius—or perhaps it was Tarchos—muttered something that sounded far more foul than he probably ought to be muttering when in the presence of Taalo and Toora. 
 
    And—because he was looking for it—Albus saw Aurelian and Aurelia nox Macedonos share a glance. The secret sort, imbued with meaning. And though Albus could not read every facet of their faces and their eyes, he understood well enough—they were unhappy and immediately suspicious. 
 
    As might be expected. 
 
    Albus had argued this point to Alekto as well, insisting that the twins would suspect what came next, would cast doubt on the outcome. Alekto had listened and nodded—and then calmly and logically pointed out that the twins were so confident in their power and in the depth of the roots they and their parents before them had sunk into the tower of the Wisdoms that they would not be able to conceive that someone else might be able to use the ravens just as they had on the day Albus had been marked to die. 
 
    It was a fair point. 
 
    Beyond that, Alekto had continued with simple certainty, the city would be watching. And even Aurelia and Aurelian nox Macedonos would be hard pressed to find a way to repudiate divine will in front of the world, not when the Wisdoms were revered by the masses as the conduits to the divine Twins. That was a usurpation to which even they could not aspire—at least not yet. 
 
    And so there they were, ravens winging across the blue, the city suspended in awe, a delicate breeze caressing the stowed sails of the fleet, and Albus saw Aurelian hold up a hand, acknowledging the disturbance, quieting the crowd.  
 
    “We will await word from the tower,” he called out, his voice ringing with clear authority and detached calm. Albus might have believed in that detachment had he not seen the surreptitious and silent exchange of thought between the twins. 
 
    The waiting was interminable. Murmurs of conversation broke out here and there. A priest was admitted forward to tend to the unconscious supplicant. The waves in the harbor smacked against the pier—again and again and again until Albus was quite nearly sick with it. Keleut shifted from right foot to left and back, her mouth a tight line. Albus risked a glance at Alekto, only to find the man possessed more fortitude than he. The priest was the picture of serenity, hands clasped, gaze fixed thoroughly on the stones at his feet.  
 
    The sound of sandals smacking on stone could not have been more of a relief. Albus saw the crowd on the second level shift, saw that subtle movement cascade like a wave down to the first level as the people of Onaxos parted to let the runner through. 
 
    It would be an acolyte, Alekto had said. Albus recognized the hooded garb, the cheek painted blue—though this time marred by a rivulet of sweat. The other side of the young man’s face was flushed from his hasty descent, and any habitual composure ingrained in the acolytes of the tower had fled, no doubt somewhere between the seventh and six levels. He raced toward the twins, brandishing a small scroll tied with a white ribbon before him as though he was eager to be rid of it. 
 
    When he skidded to a halt in front of Aurelia and Aurelian, panting, the hem of his robe askew, the girl extended her hand, palm up, and Albus realized he had seemingly forgotten how to breathe as she accepted the scroll, unsealed it, and began to read. 
 
    Within a matter of moments, she handed the scroll to her brother, her face registering, if not a frown, a touch of displeasure. Aurelian mirrored this, and Albus saw their eyes meet over the paper when he finished. The silver-blonde heads bent together. Words were exchanged. A quiet conference between children that would decide the future. Albus had never before felt quite so small—he who would be content to live out his days in a small, unvisited corner of the Lordican. 
 
    At last the twins straightened, and, as one, their gazes slid over the assembled to settle on Albus. 
 
    He had expected it. Had tried to prepare for it. It was, after all, the crucial turning point of the endeavor. And yet still he wanted to flinch, to look away, and he felt his palms grow warm and cold all at once under the weight of those identical eyes. 
 
    And then Aurelia smiled, all sweetness and light, just as in the moment of their first meeting, though Albus could now make out the sharp edges hiding beneath that veil, and he felt suddenly as though his knees had been deprived of their bones. 
 
    “Come forward,” Aurelia said, beckoning Albus with a graceful extension of her palm. Aurelian translated for the sake of the citizens. Albus managed to take the five steps between them, though each felt like striding across the sea at storm. “You have been chosen by wise Taalo and glorious Toora,” she said, keeping her voice at something less than a shout while still letting it carry across the crowd, even though they could not understand her. Aurelian echoed her in Onaxian, his voice just slightly richer and deeper. “Do you accept the burden of their divine presence? Do you embrace their light and eternal power?” 
 
    Albus had known to expect words of that nature. Something less than a religious conversion but more than a mere oath. He had found his answer in the deep of night, whispered to crickets and stars and a too-familiar ceiling. 
 
    “I am yours to command,” he said, quietly, unwilling to play to the crowd as she did. 
 
    The smile, which had faded as she spoke her solemn words, returned, smaller this time, meant for Albus alone. Not without that sharpness, and yet somehow full of satisfaction. It seemed the princess of Onaxos was pleased. She gestured for the acolyte to approach. Revealing a small vial of clear liquid from deep within the folds of his robes, the young man turned his sweaty face to Albus and intoned something, then dabbed the clear liquid onto Albus’s cheeks. It smelled of lilacs and melon—and the foolishness of blind devotion, though Albus was prepared to acknowledge the latter was likely his own invention. He tried not to flinch away. 
 
    The acolyte spoke again, apparently announcing him as beloved of the gods, then retreated to a respectful distance, his part completed. 
 
    Aurelia turned her attention to the city once more. “Toora and Taalo have spoken and named this man as their voice. He shall choose the supplicant.” 
 
    The whispers that followed Aurelian’s translation, so many they made the city hum, were lost on Albus as the more martial of the twins faced him and gestured to the twelve supplicants.  
 
    “Choose.” 
 
    There was more than a little threat threaded through that single word, but Albus swallowed and turned to look at the twelve. Their eyes bore into him, and he nearly could not stand the weight of so many pleading for death, though they did so silently.  
 
    It was, he understood, crucial that he take his time. A choice made too quickly would be instantly questioned. And yet he could not make a show of deliberating, lest he draw too much attention to Alekto. And so he looked from face to face, moved a step here and a step there—and silently listed to himself all the ways to conjugate the verb choose in First Middle Tarsi, elected precisely because there were fourteen conjugations, several of which were rather elaborate. 
 
    When Albus reached the end of his self-appointed task, he raised one hand from his side and pointed at Alekto. 
 
    “This one.” 
 
    He waited, expecting dissent, expecting an outcry, expecting a trick—but the city burst into cheers, and Aurelia and Aurelian nodded, as though this had been their will all along. It was done.  
 
    All that remained was to take to the sea. 
 
    At least, so Albus thought. But after the rest of the supplicants were dismissed, after Aurelia and Aurelian greeted the fleet commander and were taken on board their flagship with Alekto in tow, after Strategos Vilius and Strategos Tarchos made a show of surveying a company of Second Spears paraded onto the pier, after ceremony gave way to the actual preparations for departure and the crowd was forgotten, after all that, Albus walked the gangplank up to the deck of the Nausikaa—and was greeted by the sight of Keleut.  
 
    The pirate captain was as she had first appeared to Albus, armed with a sword and wickedly curved dagger, a wide sash of scarlet around her hips, gold earrings gleaming, teeth worked into her braids. She was leaning against the far rail, one arm draped across the smooth wood, the other hand just close enough to the hilt of her sword without touching it to suggest this was something other than happenstance. She looked at home in a way she had not since their arrival in Onaxos, made fierce again by the feel of her ship beneath her feet, a floating fortress that answered only to her, divine twins be damned. Albus looked away and directed the Macedonos servant tasked with carrying his meager possessions to proceed below deck. He then busied himself adjusting the collar of his coat—his own, replacing the Onaxian robes—which needed no adjusting at all, and then checked his pockets, as if he did not already know exactly in which his ink lay and in which he had stashed a small packet of pressed herbs that Alekto had said might offer some relief from the impending pitch and roll of the sea.  
 
    Albus did not think Keleut fooled, but, whether out of some courtesy or affection or simply because she was far too occupied directing her crew as the harbor came alive with oars, she did not approach him until the sea wall loomed above them, the statue of Toora and Taalo behind, and the Nausikaa was aiming to pass through the open gate. 
 
    Albus had positioned himself mid-ship—the things one learns when one is determined to keep as much of the contents of one’s stomach to one’s self—and was steadfastly refusing to look at the spray and swell as the ship carved through the harbor. It was—to his great discomfort—as bad as he remembered, and he closed his eyes, aware of the great irony of wishing the end of the journey, even though it would end with Arconia’s doom, to come swiftly. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    Albus opened his eyes but did not turn to look at the Seycherran pirate. Instead, he watched day turn to night as the ship slid into the hulking depths of the great sea wall. Nor did he answer until the sun returned to his face and he could see the wide and sparkling Anerrean—and nothing else save for white sails. 
 
    He could have lied. Could have pretended innocence and ignorance of what she implied. Could have retreated into the fear that swirled within and stammered a response. She might even have believed him. After all, he had shown her that fear from the moment of their first meeting. It would have been only natural. 
 
    But as he watched a gull skim the surface of the sea, he was thinking only of Alekto, sequestered aboard the flagship, a prisoner in all but name, a voluntary sacrifice, all for the sake of drug-addled minds that might never know his name, determined to do what most might deem impossible or unimportant.  
 
    And at last he looked to Keleut. 
 
    “I told you two things, one night, not so long ago, after I first laid eyes on the Second Spears of Naxos, after I understood that the twins will not stop at Arconia or any of the Seven. Do you remember them?” 
 
    She did, he could see it in her eyes. But she held her silence. 
 
    “I told you that you were not like them. I tell you that again. I will tell you that until my death or yours, and we both know mine is likely to come first. If I believed in life beyond my final breath, I would find a way to speak these words to you in death, by bird omens or whispers in the trees or whatever method of madness you might prefer.”  
 
    Keleut’s face remained still, unmoved. 
 
    “But now I must turn my attention to the second thing. Too long have I waited and watched and done little. I told you I would fight you. You, your purpose, your will.” 
 
    There. A narrowing of her dark eyes. 
 
    “What happened today was my first blow against you.” 
 
    She sprang forward, coming just short of pulling her knife, the teeth in her hair rattling, one hand clutching at Albus’s coat.  
 
    “What did you do?” This time through a clenched jaw and with a wildness in her eyes. 
 
    Albus could feel the fear in his belly, the trickle of sweat on the back of his neck. But he was Arkadio de Ulyssey—at least to those who commanded twenty ships that could turn on Keleut and her aging Nausikaa in an instant, not to mention those whose favor she could not to afford to lose. Albus looked to his right—there, a pair of matching silver-blonde heads, watching from their ship. Keleut followed his gaze, and though there was no shift in her stance or the grip on his sleeve, he could see she understood.  
 
    He waited until her eyes returned to his, then politely extricated himself from her grasp. 
 
    “You will see.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    “Beetle?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you feeling well, sir?”  
 
    It was, Sascha knew, a diplomatic way of asking him if he was drunk or had been hit about the skull one too many times. 
 
    “Quite well, I assure you,” Sascha said, his face a pleasant smile, as though offering to pay a clam fisherman to smuggle him into the Licenza harbor under a sheet of smelly canvas was perfectly natural and a common occurrence.  
 
    He had, at least, had the foresight to stash the sword—recently belonging to the now deceased Akhenamo—among a trio of scrubby beach bushes before wading out into the waves and flagging down the fisherman just off shore north of the city. Presumably the addition of a blade suspiciously marked with flecks of brown to his appearance would have sent the small craft in the opposite direction.  
 
    The fisherman, a small man with a wispy mustache, fingered the coil of rope in his hands, sliding it this way and that, his weathered face creased beyond its usual capacity thanks to Sascha’s request.  
 
    Sascha jingled the three silver coins in his palm, making sure the late sun caught the metal and turned it to an alluring shade. While Ramses Tukhamon had stripped Sascha of his sword and the finely crafted armor for his left arm, he had allowed Sascha to retain the contents of the purse tucked inside his coat—a gentleman’s curtesy. 
 
    “You’re not some cutthroat, are you?” The fisherman squinted at Sascha’s face and then glanced down, not for the first time, at his coat. Military, though not overtly recognizable as such, but the trim and the buttons and cut gave the general impression. Whether this was in Sascha’s favor or against, it remained to be seen.  
 
    “Do I look a brigand?” Which was surely exactly what a brigand would say. 
 
    The man’s mouth pursed in a doubtful sort of way, and he looked Sascha over once more as he rubbed at the back of his neck with a hand long dried by salt wind and water.  
 
    Sascha did his best to look as though there was no mud on his trousers. Or excessive stubble on his cheeks. Or guilt in his eyes. “There’s a fourth of these,” he said while picking up one of the coins between thumb and forefinger, “once we’re moored.” 
 
    The doubtful frown lingered, but the man’s gaze did not stray from the coin. Sascha waited. Let the man consider what four silver coins could buy. The small vessel rocking gently on the waves, a relic lovingly cared for but clearly always in need of repair, was likely worth far less. 
 
    A nod, then, followed by a simple, “You better get in.” The three coins vanished quickly when Sascha handed them over, and after that the fisherman rowed south in a stoic silence, as though he preferred not to be reminded of his passenger’s existence.  
 
    This suited Sascha well enough, and he spent the journey pondering the waves—the waves and what, exactly, the next step in his plan was. Which was not to say he was doubting his instinct to venture behind the walls of Licenza, walls containing Ramses Tukhamon and, curiously, the principe, alive and presumably well. No, Sascha was merely aware, as always, of the questions that would follow, some on the tongues of those who merely sought to do their duty and others through the lips of those who would gladly see a tear in the arch-commander of Arconia’s reputation. The boldest voice would be that of Hadrien Valinzuela, who would champion the notion that Sascha ought to be stripped of his titles and sent into exile. Others would prefer more subtle but likely more insidious tactics, perhaps whittling away at supporters of the name of de Minos until Sascha was deprived of friends. A reason to be glad, Sascha supposed, for an estranged family. 
 
    Blue shadows and bronze waves awaited in the harbor of Licenza as the setting sun blazed its last defiant stand against the sea that waited to swallow it. Two tall-masted ships drifted at anchor, behemoths next to the small craft moored closer to shore and huddled around the three docks. But they held such prestige only thanks to Licenza’s shallow waters, which could not support the true beasts of the sea.  
 
    Voices drifted over the water, the last calls of dock workers finishing their tasks before flocking to the nearest ale house. A few children scampered along the wharf as the fisherman’s steady rowing drew the small boat near. And there, three Grey Eagles at the southern end, in the shadow of a customs house, talking idly among themselves, glancing only occasionally at the citizens of the city of which they had made themselves masters. No doubt word of the ill-fated charge outside the walls to the east—and the ensuing results—had spread through the streets with the speed of a devastating sickness. And no doubt there were some in the grander houses of the city who were wearing holes in their floorboards in worry. But for the men and women whose concerns tended toward whether they could feed their children and themselves that night, well, blood shed outside the walls of Licenza might feel very far away indeed. 
 
    The boat bumped up against the northernmost dock as the fisherman stowed his oars, securing them with a chain and padlock, and climbed nimbly over the side. He then stared expectantly at Sascha, feet planted, body angled between his passenger and the shore, as though he expected Sascha to renege on his promise. As a brigand would do. Sascha sighed and offered up the silver before even placing a hand on the dock. Without a word, the fisherman plucked up the coins and darted away. Sascha, his attention now firmly on the loitering Eagles, followed. Slowly, taking care not to draw the eye by walking too swiftly, he made his way down the dock to the wharf, turning up his tall collar as he went. 
 
    The coat would have to go, of course. A shame, as it was one of his favorites, second only to the red and black. But there was no sense in risking the attention of the Eagles, whose camp and fires he had shared so recently, simply for a coat, even if fortune favored him and he was gone from Licenza by dawn. His face was, alone, problem enough.  
 
    A young man with a stack of leaflets—waving them with a great deal of enthusiasm from the meager height of an upturned fruit crate—provided an opportunity for Sascha to pause and assess the wharf once more as he, much to the man’s surprise, requested a leaflet and pretended to scan its contents (See the unmatched Ilvira perform the great tragedy of the lost princess of Elymoros! Two coppers! One night only!). The trio of Eagles remained where they were, though Sascha could see them eying the closest taverna, one of two facing the rapidly darkening harbor, with a thirsty sort of look.  
 
    “You’ve made a spelling error, just there,” Sascha said, pointing as he returned the leaflet to the speechless man and strode onward, angling toward the object of the Grey Eagles’ affection. After pausing for a brief negotiation with a slightly bewildered dock worker which resulted in the exchange of coats—the new one exceptionally plain and grey and nondescript—Sascha slipped into the taverna, the interior of which was ripe with the odor of sweat and fish and pipe smoke. He threaded his way through a cluster of tables situated among a motley collection of chairs and benches and an equally motley clientele. Taking up a post at the corner of the bar, a rickety thing that hardly deserved the name, so that he could see the door and most of the room, including the dim, smoke-infused corners, Sascha nodded at the barkeep.  
 
    “Ale, if you please,” he said. 
 
    The woman snorted. “Not even going to ask for my finest?” 
 
    “Would it help?” 
 
    A deep laugh this time. “No. Only got one kind. And it’ll taste better later, I can promise you that.” She pulled a lever on a cask and let the contents—an unremarkable shade of golden brown—flow into a pewter mug. 
 
    “Naturally,” Sascha said, earning himself a conspiratorial smile from the woman. She slid the mug down the bar—rather, she attempted to, with far more confidence than the resulting sloshing skid that ended out of Sascha’s reach deserved. The woman shrugged. Sascha laughed and leaned across the bar to claim his ale, then tossed a copper to the waiting barkeep. She caught it deftly and bent forward in a mock bow. 
 
    “You’re not half bad, for a mercenary,” the woman said, returning to that age-old and endless task of barkeeps in every corner of every city: wiping down a portion of a bar that didn’t need wiping. 
 
    “Oh?” Sascha asked.  
 
    The woman nodded. “Pair in here earlier. Demanding casks for tonight. Wanted my son to carry them up to the Salazzo all by himself,” she said, indicating a boy seated across the taverna, playing cards opposite a colossus of a man with more scars on his hands than Sascha could count. Even from a distance, Sascha could see the boy’s shoulders were hunched and crooked. “Told them they could carry the casks themselves or they could get acquainted with the feel of Balsarro’s boot up their asses.” 
 
    “Balsarro?” 
 
    Another nod, this time toward the scarred man, who was frowning intently at the cards in his hand. A dagger—the enormously practical sort—sat discarded on the table between him and the boy. 
 
    “His scars are worse than his bite.” The woman glanced at Sascha, her gaze narrowing. “But he can bite.”  
 
    Sascha raised his mug. “To the most worthy Balsarro and his boots, then.” He took a sip, his first, and swallowed it down with a grimace.  
 
    The woman laughed again. “Just you wait. Four more of those and you’ll be singing like a goldfinch.” She turned away to help another patron. Sascha watched the door, content to wait for the Eagles, whose ability to resist the allure of the taverna he was counting on being tenuous at best. 
 
    Still, he had sipped away at half of the ale—as slowly as could be considered polite—before the three mercenaries at last swaggered through the taverna’s doorway. Sascha kept his chin ducked into his new, floppy collar and his gaze fixated on the ale in front of him as the three Eagles commandeered the table closest to the cold hearth—unseating four men who looked as though they had long laid claim to the prize spot. The four grumbled without any real menace behind it, their eyes on the three swords before them, swords that had shed blood that day, and the Eagles slipped into the worn chairs with satisfied expressions and calls for ale—the finest, much to Sascha’s amusement. Only when the murmurs of the taverna had returned and the mercenaries had toasted their victory did Sascha stir, venturing to slip away from the bar and into a spindly-legged chair separated from the hearth and the Eagles by a rickety partition as though a previous owner had once aspired to the grandeur of booths without a notion of how to achieve this dream. No one to unseat from that dim, undesirable corner with its listing table no larger than a serving platter, and Sascha settled into a sufficiently slouchy position—that was sure to put a crick in his neck—and waited.  
 
    He could not, if asked, identify what he was waiting for. 
 
    Such was the art of waiting. The artist need only revel in the silence and any number of interesting tidbits of information might make themselves known. 
 
    And Sascha was no stranger to silence. Indeed, he could hear layers of it—the silences of things left unspoken three tables away, the silences between too much said by the three men behind him, the silence between a man and boy playing at cards, the silence of the street outside when the door opened to admit new patrons. But woven into them all, like ribbons of smoke, the silences of his past were perhaps the loudest of all, the silences he had learned at the edge of terror. 
 
    Sascha closed his eyes and drew his mind back to the present. To the scent of ale and smoke. To the sound of laughter. To the Eagles and their boasting. Away from the child crouching in the dark, not daring to breathe, footsteps creaking on the floorboards above. Away. 
 
    “Press him, I say. I want to see the breath squeeze out of him.” 
 
    The voice of one of the Grey Eagles cut through to Sascha, speaking the language of the cities across the Straits of Eridthera, a close cousin to Bellaran. The last of the memories faded. 
 
    “Like in Myahino?” A second Eagle, dissent audible in his voice. “Too clean. I’d like to see him bleed.” 
 
    The third Eagle set his tankard down with a thud. “He’s the principe of Licenza. The captain will disappear him quietly. That way no one can ask questions until it’s far too late.” 
 
    The first voice scoffed. “Let them ask questions. We’ll take their cities, too, and then cut out their wagging tongues.” 
 
    There was a shuffle of boots on floorboards, a scraping as one of the chairs was scooted close to the table. “De Minos got away.” The hushed tones of the third voice seemed to snake through the smoky taverna. An intake of air, heralding a protest, cut off by a harsh movement—a hand seizing a forearm or sleeve in warning. “The captain ain’t admitting it, but Akhenamo is dead. Lhamos said Mirrashet had to hide the body. You still so sure you want to take the Silentspear’s city, Kesh?” 
 
    A grunt, presumably from Kesh, suggested an amendment of opinion, if not words. 
 
    The third voice continued. “You heard what de Minos said. The wolf pack and all.” 
 
    “Just words, Hannes.” The second voice hurried to chime in, but there was a certain absence of confidence, a little too much haste, that warmed Sascha’s heart. 
 
    And yet, while he did not particularly mind eavesdropping on the unintended praise—well, he would take it as such—a polishing of his ego was both unnecessary and a waste of time. He needed the Eagles to volunteer information of a different sort, preferably where the principe was being detained and where Tukhamon was holed up.  
 
    The Eagles, however, did not oblige this silent wish, choosing instead to shift their conversation toward one of the more mundane and entirely predictable topics favored by mercenaries—that is, the first thing they would do once they got their share of the silver from this job. By the time Kesh began to explain—in great detail made all the more elaborate by his fourth mug of ale—the lion’s head helmet he intended to have crafted by the finest armor smith in Irabor, Sascha was no longer confident of learning anything valuable from the three Eagles. He knew a few things—that there was to be a feast that night and that Tukhamon was keeping secrets from his men—and could surmise a few others, but the number of teeth on the helmet of Kesh’s dreams was of no use to him. 
 
    But still he waited.  
 
    And then Sascha smiled. 
 
    The Eagles were preparing to depart. Kesh and Hannes turned from talk of silver to talk of food, the latter wistfully appealing to a deity whose name Sascha didn’t recognize for the feast to include sea urchin stuffed with spicy peppers. Kesh declared that they ought to make for the principe’s Salazzo with all haste, lest they find themselves deprived of the choicest dishes. It was the sulky sort of whine in the second, as yet unnamed voice that drew Sascha’s attention.  
 
    “I’ll be left with those tiny boney fish these cities like so well.”  
 
    When pressed by his concerned companions, the Eagle explained that he had drawn the unfortunate duty of standing guard during the first hours of the victory celebration. 
 
    Kesh insisted, with the valiant solemnity of the very drunk, that he would steal away to feed his unlucky friend, promising a pocketful of sea urchin. To which the doomed Eagle muttered that this effort would be in vain, because he wouldn’t be standing guard at the Salazzo, no.  
 
    No, he’d be halfway across the city, guarding the door to a villa away from the shadow of the Salazzo, a villa that would be dark and empty, save for a handful of Eagles who would very much rather be drinking and laughing and boasting under the torchlight of the principe’s palace—a villa seized by Tukhamon for his personal use. 
 
    Somewhere, in a dark memory, a child who had learned to wait in silence perhaps understood that the lesson had proven to be more valuable than he could ever know. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The villa loomed behind a latticed wall, the aura of deep shadows and bright torchlight just visible through the curling vines and white flowers threatening to obscure the wrought iron.  
 
    It was not the most ostentatious of the grand estates in Licenza. Those hunkered near the Salazzo, taking up far too much space and offering little to delight, relying on imposing marble and heavily-armed guards to convey status. 
 
    No, this villa was far more subtle, far more tasteful, and about as far from the Salazzo as possible without breaching the walls of the city. An old family, then, unconcerned with the comings and goings of the principe and his brash, boisterous coterie. Influential, if perhaps of smaller fortune than generations past. Sascha wondered idly if Tukhamon might not have done better to curry favor with them rather than deprive them of their beds.  
 
    But more than that, Sascha wondered whether Eska, if she were in his place, would choose to gain entry to the property via the limbs of the tree—adequately placed near the wall but of questionable sturdiness—in the pleasant public garden adjacent. No doubt she, standing there, would observe a host of other options, each as elegant as the one before, but Sascha, for all his ability to read a battlefield and a face, saw nothing more than darkness and the invisible presence of time—time wasted, time slipping away, time he did not have. 
 
    The tree, then. 
 
    Alexandre de Minos, Arch-Commander of Arconia, did not, generally, believe in regrets. 
 
    But there was a moment, two-thirds of the way to his destination (itself nebulously defined as the moment when the branch arcing over the iron and vine wall gave way or he chose to drop), a moment when his face was pressed into a crook between two branches and his right foot was scrabbling for purchase while his left leg was clinging to the trunk at an angle that he really would prefer not to be experiencing, when the thought crossed his mind that this particular venture might yield nothing and therefore might be abandoned with dignity intact.  
 
    He knew what Eska would say to that. If he were foolish enough to voice such a thing out loud, of course.  
 
    He climbed on. 
 
    A pair of snags and a nose-to-web encounter with a spider later, Sascha found himself on the desired limb. The dismount was of the thudding, jarring variety, and a rather ominous rustling of leaves set off by the vibration of the recently vacated limb threatened to draw the attention of the lone silhouette on guard in the distance, but Sascha kept his feet and stayed in a crouch amid an elegant array of lilies lamenting the departure of the sun.  
 
    He maintained this crouch as he crept closer to the villa, the residual warmth of the day emanating from the path of paving stones guiding him. Ahead and above, a second guard appeared on a rooftop terrace and took up a stance under the stars. Sascha obligingly held his position until he was quite sure the Eagle was fixated on the skyline—and the blaze of light igniting the night in the direction of the Salazzo—rather than on the dark grounds below, then continued his slow progress from shadow to shadow until he reached a wall of paneled glass housing a jungle of carefully tended and slumbering vegetation. But it was not the ferns or the enormous red flower pushed against the glass that drew him to that particular façade of the villa. No, that honor belonged to the small balcony above the glass wall—and the crack of dim light visible thanks to a door left ajar, no doubt to allow the charming night air the freedom to infiltrate as it pleased. And an equally charming Alexandre de Minos, if perhaps less welcome. 
 
    Scaling the greenhouse proved less of a trial than the tree, thanks to the elaborate iron, which was both decorative and functional, holding the glass panels together. Wrought with cold, tiny metal counterparts to the living flora within, the iron formed a ladder of sorts, and Sascha wondered, not for the first time, at the design choices of wealthy families who made assumptions about the sanctity—sanctity Sascha was currently proving to be less than absolute—of their private homes and the heirlooms inside. But then, Sascha did not imagine such families hired architects who took pains to ensure clean lines of sight and the absence of blind spots. Only once had he seen an estate that had clearly been designed by a mind bent on strategic defense. It had belonged to the man who had the title of arch-commander before him, and it was not a welcoming place, just like its master. The eight hired and fired architects could attest to that. 
 
    After an effortless climb, Sascha paused once more, kneeling on the roof of the greenhouse like a gargoyle, listening for signs the room beyond the small balcony was occupied. When no sound reached him beyond more distant footsteps—presumably belonging to the guard on the rooftop terrace—he vaulted over the balcony’s railing in a single, swift movement. Another pause, this one wedged between a luxurious day bed and the large clay pot housing a single enormous fern frond. At last, Sascha caught sight of the source of the dim light—a lone lantern jutting out from the stucco wall of an open-air walkway past the dark room outside of which he lurked. He waited—for a shadow, for a sound—and then slipped inside the chamber. 
 
    Given the day bed on the balcony, Sascha had expected a pristine and elegant bed chamber. Instead of a sea of pillows and mirrors, he found himself in a forest of easels. A single stool occupied the clearing at the center of the room. Paint spotted the tiled floor—not to mention the ceiling. A palette leaned at a desperate sort of angle against one of the three-legged easels, the distance between it and a brush suggesting it had come to rest there by accident, perhaps flung in frustration by an artist bent on perfection. And yet the air was not ripe with the scent of paint, as it should have been. Nor was the paint on the palette wet—a question answered only by jabbing a finger at the splotches of yellow and red and dusty brown. Dry flakes came away. And the dust on the floor was not insignificant. No, whoever had filled the canvases with half-finished faces had abandoned the work.  
 
    Sascha took a moment, there amid the waiting easels, to close his eyes and reconstruct what little of the estate’s layout an outsider’s brief perspective had given him. There was the central building—three floors, arching windows, the rooftop terrace, likely a courtyard ensconced within. The southern wing was a smaller sibling, two levels, its windows more demure. Sascha had thought it safe to assume this the realm of work, of linen pressing and meat curing, of tea making and secret mongering. Which left, by this assuredly foolproof method of deduction, the northern wing, where Sascha now stood, to house the private quarters of the family—and now Ramses Tukhamon.  
 
    Sascha felt confident in ruling out the whimsical sort of turret that jutted up above the greenhouse and this artist’s studio. Tukhamon did not seem the sort to admire the view or climb so many stairs. A rough calculation suggested to Sascha that there might be four or five more rooms on his current level, and another half dozen, depending on the dimensions of the greenhouse, below. Given the extensive gardens and grounds to the rear of the villa, glimpsed through moonlight and shadow and iron as Sascha approached the estate, he resolved to aim for the chambers that would give an occupant on overlook on the tasteful grandeur, for surely those would be the most luxurious. 
 
    Sascha moved to the door of the studio and waited just out of reach of the lantern’s searching glow. A murmur of voices, distant and indecipherable, muddied the stillness of the night, the tone one of quiet contentment—or at least not alarm. His first step into the gallery above the small atrium was met with the cooing of a dove, and Sascha noted the cage hanging from the sloping slats of the partial roof. The bird cocked its head at him, perhaps assessing the likelihood that his pockets were full of tasty seeds, then tucked its beak under a wing, its chest feathers gleaming slightly in the lantern light. Three other cages hung over the atrium, one situated at each corner of the gallery. 
 
    Sascha took another step, at which point a voice screeched through the quiet. 
 
    “Halt!” 
 
    He halted, pressing himself against the wall, gaze darting into the shadows in search of the watchful eyes that had spotted him, his pulse quickening. No reply came, no pounding of feet. 
 
    Just the rattle of metal and feathers as a parrot, red and blue and grey and very indignant, shook itself in the confines of the cage that hung at the corner Sascha was trying to approach. 
 
    “Hello,” the parrot squawked, eyeing Sascha with expectation. “Beetle?” it piped, its voice scratchy and high. “Beetle?” it repeated. 
 
    Sascha smiled but held his ground until he was sure the parrot had not called the Eagles on guard to attention, then approached the cage. 
 
    “Hello,” he murmured.  
 
    “Beetle?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m out of beetles at the moment. I’m terribly sorry.” 
 
    The parrot hopped from one perch to another and bobbed its head up and down. “Halt. Hello. Bread,” it said.  
 
    “No bread either. Can you keep a secret?” Sascha raised a finger to his lips. “Let’s hope your vocabulary doesn’t include intruder.” 
 
    The parrot hopped back to the first perch and adopted an aloof posture—betrayed by the tilt of its head and the single curious eye that remained fixated on him. 
 
    “I’ll take that as confirmation,” Sascha said as he backed up to the painted door to the next chamber. He listened for a moment, eyes still on the atrium and the gallery—and the watchful parrot—then pressed down on the brass handle shaped like a boar tusk and opened the door. 
 
     The sound of running water stopped Sascha mid-entry, but as his eyes adjusted to the darker interior and began to make out the shape of a small pool embedded in the floor of the chamber—a pool fed by water jetting forth from the mouths of a pair of porcelain dolphins—his hesitation turned to admiration. At the cost of such a feature, to be sure, the expense of which he was rapidly calculating, but more so at the sheer simplicity of the room around it—simple but in possession of an elegance rarely achieved when, Sascha had come to learn over time, wealthy people put that wealth on display in their homes. It was, in short, pristine. 
 
    Except for the collection of travel-stained clothes, dusty boots, various saddle bags, and assorted and sundry other belongings that might have been deposited there, say, by a mercenary captain whose thirst had demanded an immediate reversal to heed the clarion call of the casks of wine waiting to be ravished in the principe’s Salazzo. 
 
    Sascha recognized Ramses Tukhamon’s cape—that particular shade of grey and fabric, which shifted uncannily with the light in ways grey ought not to do, was worn only by the captain. He bent down and picked it up by the eagle clasp, his thumb pressing against the sharp edge where the bird of prey’s tail bore the mark of battle. Sascha wondered if there was a scar on the skin beneath where the bird would rest along Tukhamon’s collarbone. 
 
    A brief prodding and poking among the saddle bags and worn leather pack revealed the captain had a taste for dried and roasted squash seeds (evidenced by a small pouch within easy reach of a hand fishing blindly into the most convenient pocket) and, most peculiarly, botany (in the form of three flowers pressed and dried between the pages of a small book filled with sketches of various flora. 
 
    Beyond those small curiosities, the captain’s belongings were precisely what a man sworn to the sword and the road for the majority of his life might be expected to possess. None of which seemed particularly useful to Sascha—especially when he did not know precisely what he was searching for. 
 
    Leaning back on his heel, Sascha breathed out slowly, his gaze drifting across the smooth tile floor and the rippling surface of the pool to land on the most intricate apothecary’s cabinet he had ever seen. Drawers upon drawers, each a different size and shape, most seemingly too small to be of any practical use. The polished wood was painted with thick vegetation and the visage of a snarling mountain cat, its eyes formed by a pair of drawer knobs—mismatched, one a gleaming purple gem framed in gold, the other a pale quartz swirling with a cloud caught by the sunrise. 
 
    And yet, despite the cat’s ferocity and fine craftsmanship on display, it was the entirely unremarkable case situated on the cabinet’s fold out writing surface that had Sascha’s breath hovering somewhere between inhale and exhale. 
 
    He knew that case. 
 
    Had last seen it slung over the shoulder of a boy, a dead boy slain by his folly and his dreams of glory—and by a Licenzan blade. 
 
    The case had seen better days. Scuff marks on the leather. A single sharp slice—old and worn and grown soft with age—across the lid. Frayed stitching on the shoulder strap. A stain—wine? blood?—near the clasp. Sascha’s hand brushed across the case for the second time, now with all the silence of time and darkness pounding in his ears instead of the sounds of the dying, and then he opened it. 
 
    The contents were much as he remembered from that day after the ambush of the Licenzan soldiers. The same disarray, the same scattering of scrolls and folded bits of paper, the same crushed quills and half-melted cylinders of wax in red and blue. Sascha’s searching fingers unearthed a seal—an eagle, of course, wings outstretched—and a stack of loose paper at the bottom, the edges only slightly crinkled.  
 
    With a glance at the door and the shard of faint light spreading under it, Sascha began to remove the pieces of correspondence one by one, unrolling and unfolding each with care so as not to create any noticeable tears or creases. Those he could not read, he set aside after brief perusal. 
 
    As Sascha reached for the largest remaining letter—a thick sheaf of folded heavy paper tied with a black ribbon—a second eagle caught his eye. There, stamped in red on a small scroll, next to the remnants of the wax seal, talons grasping— 
 
    No. Not an eagle. 
 
    Wings. Talons. A sharp beak. 
 
    And a snake, its inky lines struggling in the hawk’s grasp. 
 
    A hawk. 
 
    Aware, suddenly, of a stone in his throat, Sascha unrolled the scroll.  
 
    He scanned it—payment, promises, plans, treason against the Seven, it was all there—but it was the signature at the bottom that pulled at him, until at last he let himself look, dread darkening his vision. 
 
    A large, bold M. A small, neat d. An elaborate C. And all the letters in between to spell out Maximilian de Caraval. 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    The word seemed to hover just beyond Sascha’s lips, taunting him as he stared at proof that the word was a lie. 
 
    He could not, it was true, say with any certainty that the handwriting was that of Maximilian de Caraval. He had not, after all, had occasion to study Eska’s father’s correspondence. But the signature was familiar enough, had graced enough official papers that had crossed Sascha’s path. And the stamp. Whether appearing as a pair fighting over the snake or as a single lone hunter, there was no mistaking the de Caraval hawk. 
 
    He had last seen it, worked in delicate silver, resting against Eska’s collarbone the day she had orchestrated the arrest of the Iron Baron, the day she had vanished from the city, his last sight of her a wind-chased cloak. 
 
    “But why?” Sascha breathed. 
 
    And yet the answer was before him—and lay in Eska’s own heart. 
 
    Revenge. 
 
    Arconia was next, the letter made clear. After setting Licenza against Vienisi on false pretenses, the treason would march north to assault that city. But the goal was not to seize control of the treasury or the deep harbor or the fleet or any piece of Arconia that made it the jewel of the Anerrean Sea. These things were secondary. No, an attack on Arconia was an attack on the archduke.  
 
    Eska had long nourished a small ember of hatred against those who had nearly killed her mother. Thus was born her aversion to Carriers. The matter had seemed resolved after the trial and punishment of the cultists who had inflicted the burns and scars on Sorina de Caraval. But Sascha had never harbored any doubt that if further names came forth, if more conspirators were discovered, both Eska and her father would see justice done. 
 
    He had not, however, expected their justice to take the form of treason. But then, he had not expected to learn that Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux, Archduke of Arconia, had planned and ordered the attempt on Sorina de Caraval’s life. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty 
 
    “But while you chase this dream, you abandon your city.” 
 
      
 
    “You blackmailed the triad of Velsperg.” 
 
    This particular statement could have been expressed in any number of ways. Horror being perhaps the most likely, though closely followed by chagrin, anger, and disbelief. There was little chance of the latter. Eska’s uncle knew what she was capable of. They, in fact, had shared in more than a few adventures that defied belief. Of horror, chagrin, and anger, Eska heard nothing in Valentin de Caraval’s voice. A welcome outcome, considering the tension that had threaded through their relationship recently. 
 
    No, Valentin de Caraval’s voice was distinctly amused. And though some measure of decorum seemed to be restraining his features from an outright smile, there was a quirk in the corner of his mouth that simply refused to be banished.  
 
    They sat in the courtyard of the guesthouse, a tray of untouched jellies and sausages before them. Fresh blooms of white and yellow on the trellis over Eska’s head cast a sweet scent in the air.  
 
    “It was not my preferred method.” 
 
    “Your father would be less than enthusiastic.” 
 
    Eska shrugged. “What’s one more secret between us, Uncle?”  
 
    Finally the smile that had been lurking burst forth. “And you enjoyed it, didn’t you. All of it. The midnight escapade. The public spectacle. The looks on their faces.” 
 
    Eska smiled. “It was not without its moments.” She let the smile drift away. “The truth is, I was feeling rather desperate. If my measures seem extreme, and they do now in the face of your arrival, I had little choice. They had refused me as a guest. I was without friends in an unfamiliar city. Without funds. And I have companions who were relying on me. A less drastic tactic would have taken days we could not afford.” 
 
    Valentin nodded, his features sobering. He leaned across the table and placed his hand atop hers. “That desperation is my fault. We never should have gone into the grass. Or I never should have relied upon Anderran soldiers. I’m not sure which decision was worse.” 
 
    “The soldiers really were intolerable,” Eska said. 
 
    Valentin smiled ruefully, then looked down at their hands. Eska saw his shoulders rise and fall. “Forgive me, Eska.” He glanced upward at her, not quite raising his head. 
 
    “Uncle, what happened in the grass was not of your doing. I killed a man. That is on me. And my choices after our separation were my own.” 
 
    Valentin shook his head. “No, I don’t mean that. Well, I do. I am sorry for what happened out there. But I speak of more than that.” At last he looked at her fully. “I am sorry for this,” he paused, searching for words, “this gulf that has come between us. It never should have had the chance to grow so wide. And I am ashamed for letting it.” His gaze dropped once more, but not before Eska saw a self-inflicted shadow darken his eyes. “The arguments…” Valentin took a breath and tried again. “You are the child I will never have. And when I thought you were… I have been fortunate in my life, Eska. My sorrows have been few. My disappointments, my failures, they are insignificant in comparison to all that is good. But when I thought I would never look upon your face again, I understood what it would be to live a life I hated.” A shaky breath slipped forth from Valentin. Eska released his hand and rose and walked around to his side of the table. She slid onto the bench next to him and waited until he looked her in the eye. 
 
    “We are both perhaps a bit more stubborn than we ought to be. I will not let you shoulder this blame alone. We both breathed life into that gulf. I watched it grow and did nothing.” She leaned close and rested her head on his shoulder. After a moment, his arm reached around her back and pulled her tighter. Eska closed her eyes as she felt him kiss her hair. 
 
    “Never again will I allow that to happen,” Valentin murmured. “We will have our differences. We will not always agree. But nothing is more important to me than you.” He leaned back and held her at arm’s length, his face solemn. “Nothing. Not my ambition. Not the company. Not my legacy.” 
 
    Eska smiled.  
 
    And then Valentin leaned close and said, “But Eska, have you given up bathing?” 
 
    Eska didn’t miss a beat. “Indeed. Better for the skin, I heard.” 
 
    Valentin threw back his head and laughed.  
 
    “You’ve heard my story, Uncle,” Eska said as she reached for a spoonful of one of the jellies, a pale yellow color that seemed likely to be apricot. Not entirely sure what she was meant to do with it, she decided there was no point in being timid about it and emptied the contents onto her tongue. Not apricot. Tart. Perhaps the sausage would have been a better vessel. Swallowing the jelly, she continued. “What about you?” 
 
    Valentin offered up a dismissive hand. “There is little to tell. Certainly nothing to rival the journey you took to Velsperg. I have not dug up any sacred staffs in the moonlight or sent any politicians into fits.” He speared a small sausage with a miniature two-pronged fork and took a bite. “We returned to Rhoxanos. I was subjected to Prince Frantzisko’s very polite and charming opinions on the subject of our encounter with the Vardini. He offered a great many poor ideas on how to recover you, then bid me farewell and retreated to his private island palace.” Another bite of the sausage. “I made enquiries, spoke to a pair of mercenaries, asked the sailors, and the general consensus was that you were a lost cause. I was convinced I should return to the grass. I was prepared to walk there alone if no one would accompany me. The crew would have come, of course, if I had asked. But the sense that eluded me where my own life was concerned reared its head in the matter of their lives.” Valentin shook his head. “And a mercenary convinced me that I might find more willing swords for hire north of the grass, or here in Velsperg. So we set out, passing from town to town in the hills north of the Vardini lands. I made sure to show the golden color of my coin, but sellswords seem to be out of season in these lands. Probably all fighting up north while the weather is good.” He looked at Eska. “Velsperg was my next hope. And then Skagenskor after that. I wasn’t going to give up.” He dropped the tiny fork and leaned over the table eagerly. “This staff, Eska, do you think I could see it?” 
 
    Eska smiled. “I should think so. I do not believe Nadezha is feeling overly protective of it at the moment. Is the crew here, Uncle? Did they come all this way?” 
 
    “Yes, they wait outside the city. And your companions?” 
 
    Eska glanced up toward the window she could see through the diamond-shaped gaps in the trellis. “San-Voria sleeps. He needs care, Uncle. We must find a reliable physician. At least,” Eska hesitated, the memory of Casimir’s words stilling her own, “at least to stabilize him enough to make a journey.” 
 
    “A journey?” 
 
    “Home,” Eska said. “To Parnaxes if he wishes it. I am certain my father could use his influence to see Casimir’s exile ended. Or I’ll take him to Arconia for whatever treatment can be found.” She frowned as Valentin’s gaze altered at mention of their city. “Uncle? What is it?” 
 
    Valentin de Caraval looked down at his hands, his thumb pressing into one palm and working tiny circles there. “I can’t believe I forgot. The sight of you took it from me.” 
 
    “Forgot what?” Eska’s heart stumbled over the darkness creeping into her uncle’s face. “Is everyone all right? Mama? Papa?” 
 
    Valentin held up a hand and patted at the air between them. “They are well, I believe. The news is not about them.” 
 
    Eska waited. 
 
    “There is trouble in the Seven Cities,” Valentin said at last. “We caught rumors in one of the hill towns, and the word seemed to travel with us as we went east. First there was word of Verdienne. There was talk of a fire and widespread destruction. But nothing beyond that. At last I was able to track down the merchant who had carried the news with her from Rhoxanos just days after we left.” His mouth twisted a little. “Nothing is certain. But it seems the principe of Licenza has designs on Vienisi.” 
 
    “Designs? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “He has moved forces to attack it, Eska.” Valentin forged onward to the conclusion Eska, too, was drawing. “Likely has by now. Unless he was thwarted.” 
 
    Eska pushed to her feet and paced away and then back again. “But why?” 
 
    Valentin spread his hands. “Why do men and women do anything?” 
 
    Eska shook her head. “That wasn’t philosophical. The Seven Cities are stronger together. We all know this. The principe knows this. He will draw the vengeance of the other five. He cannot hope to succeed.” 
 
    Her uncle shrugged. “Pride and vainglory can summon the unthinkable.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong. But Eska was unsatisfied—and consumed with shadows of ivory and gold and bronze. Perhaps the archduke was not the only ruler of the Seven who coveted the godforged and the power they might contain. 
 
    The seventh disc, the lure that had taken her across the sea, the secret Sandalese might reveal, suddenly seemed very far away. 
 
    If she was honest, a piece of her mind was not in Arconia or Sandalese. It was with a man who wore a uniform. A man who carried a spear. Whose blue eyes had once been all Eska could see when she closed her own. A man who would be tasked with defending Vienisi—or avenging it. 
 
    Eska turned back to her uncle. “When can we leave? I must get to Altiere.” 
 
    “Altiere? You don’t want to go home?” 
 
    “I can’t save Vienisi by going home, Uncle. You yourself said the city has surely already fallen.” 
 
    Valentin frowned. Eska could see his mind working over the words and the pieces of the puzzle. She wasn’t sure what conclusion she wanted him to reach. “This thing you seek in Sandalese,” he began, his voice uncertain, “what does it have to do with saving Vienisi?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” True enough. “I can explain what I know. What I might know,” Eska corrected. “But we must go, Uncle.” 
 
    Valentin de Caraval stood. “Then we will go. Your friends. What of them?” 
 
    Eska came to a standstill, though her mind still raced. “We’ll find a place for them to stay. Somewhere safe. And a physician for Casimir.” 
 
    Valentin nodded slowly—far too slowly for Eska’s liking.  
 
    “You have a horse for me?” 
 
    Another nod.  
 
    Eska looked at the sky, unable to recall, in the frenzy of her mind, what time of day it was. The sun was listing very much in a westerly direction. “Tomorrow. Before daybreak.” 
 
    A third and final nod. “I will secure lodging for your friends.” Valentin hesitated. “Are you certain this is what you want?” 
 
    Eska tried to slow down. She closed her eyes. Took a breath. Her skin prickled. “I don’t know what good I could be in Arconia right now. What I am good at is digging things out of the dirt.” She looked at Valentin. “If I am right, it would be the discovery of an age.” 
 
    There, a light in his eyes, a flicker of the Valentin de Caraval who had unearthed more discoveries of undying magnitude than any other living person. Eska smiled. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eska watched the physician, a diminutive man who had arrived with a large case of accessories, sort through his collection of small bottles, one after the other, discarding each with a glance at the label until at last he found the one he wanted. With a flourish—the latest in a series of such that had begun the moment he arrived—he removed the cork stopper and wafted it under his nose. Apparently satisfied with what he smelled, he then proceeded to—no, not make tea, or place three drops under Casimir San-Voria’s tongue, or any other fairly standard medical practice. Instead, he pushed up his sleeves—dramatically, of course—and dabbed the liquid onto his own wrists.  
 
    “Sir! The patient,” Eska exclaimed, rising from the chair to which she had been relegated. 
 
    “Very ill, yes,” the man said as he patted his wrists together.  
 
    Eska took a step forward. “What do you intend to do for him?” 
 
    “Very ill,” he repeated. “Sleeping draught?” With yet another flourish, he gestured to his case.  
 
    If this was the finest physician Velsperg had to offer, Eska feared for the city.  
 
    “Surely you can do better than that.” 
 
    The physician shrugged—expansively—though whether this was because the extent of their ability to communicate had been reached or because he was convinced he’d done the best he could, Eska was unsure. He then pulled a brown glass bottle from the case and held it up.  
 
    “Five dinmarks.” 
 
    Eska clenched her teeth. “I’m sure that’s an exorbitant amount. I should refuse to pay it. You’ve done nothing to help him.” The physician blinked at her, his face neatly blank. Eska threw up her hands. “My uncle will pay you.” She shooed him out the door, ignoring his protests about leaving his case behind. “Out. Find the man with the blond beard. And then you’ll get your case back.” 
 
    With a final—less than dignified—flourish, the physician was banished, leaving Eska to close the door and turn to the bed and the patient in it. 
 
    Casimir San-Voria opened one eye. “Has he gone?” 
 
    “For now.” Eska glared at him. “You were awake this whole time and left me to manage him on my own?” 
 
    “Patient prerogative.” 
 
    Eska went to the edge of the bed and sat. “He turned out to be rather useless. And I’m fairly sure he’s currently gauging my uncle’s purse for a sleeping draught we could buy from any corner herb seller.” 
 
    San-Voria opened both eyes this time. “I told you. Physicians are all useless when it comes to what is killing me.” 
 
    “You keep saying that.” 
 
    “Because it’s true,” Casimir San-Voria said, his voice more solemn than Eska had ever heard it. Solemn, but not sorrowful.  
 
    “I just want you to be comfortable for the journey.” 
 
    “Yes, about that,” Casimir began, struggling to shift into a seated position. Eska helped him up to lean against the wall, then waited while he took several less than satisfactory breaths. 
 
    “You can’t possibly come to Altiere, Casimir. We’ll find you passage to Arconia in Skagenskor.” Eska paused and caught his eye. “Or to Parnaxes.” 
 
    Casimir waved a hand weakly. “I don’t mean my journey. You may pack me off to Arconia or wherever you choose.” He fought back a cough, and Eska handed him the cup of water beside the physician’s case.  
 
    “What do you mean, then?” she asked as he swallowed. 
 
    Casimir San-Voria set the cup aside and turned his full attention on Eska, his gaze mild. “I mean yours. You will forgive a dying man’s lack of tact, but the words I am about say to you will seem harsh.” He waited patiently, hands clasped over his belly. Eska gave a slight nod for him to continue. “Your insistence on continuing east, on chasing after this thing, is foolishness. You have just received news that Bellara is in danger, that the alliances that have held the Seven together for centuries, that outlasted the Alescus and the turmoil and upheaval that followed their overthrow, are withering. Your family is a piece of the fabric of Arconia. From what I have learned of your parents, they are going to be crucial in the coming days. And you learned from them. That makes you crucial.” He unclasped his hands and spread them to indicate the bed, the ground below, the very city of Velsperg. “And yet here you are, across the sea, seeking glory for yourself.” 
 
    “Glory?” The word burst out of Eska. “What I seek may prove to be of grave importance to the Seven Cities. To what is happening there.” 
 
    Casimir reached out to take her hand. Eska pulled back, drawing away from him. He sighed. 
 
    “It may. Or it may not. But while you chase this dream, you abandon your city.” 
 
    Eska felt that in her chest, felt it edge around the corners of her heart, felt it burrow deep. She felt a frown spread across her face as she tried to pursue his words across her mind—though whether to chase them out or to capture them, she could not have said. 
 
    “There is a question you must answer, Eska de Caraval. And the answer will not be found in the stars or the mountains or the darkness or even in the brightest corner of your mind, as marvelous a place as that most surely is. It will be found in your heart.” Casimir San-Voria fixed her with a steady gaze. “What is more important to you? Your name and the remembrance of it? Or your city?”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eska turned the folded pastry over in her hands, taking care to avoid the seam leaking brown gravy, then took a bite and chewed as she mulled the water in front of her.  
 
    Carrots, certainly. Turnip, likely. Unidentifiable—but not inedible—meat, in small quantities. For her only taste of Skadish food, she hoped it proved to be an accurate sampling. 
 
    Ahead of her, Valentin de Caraval was directing the laborers, overseeing their efforts with far more interest than was strictly needed. San-Voria waited in the hired carriage, bundled in blankets to ward off the chill only he could feel. Cedo watched the proceedings with fascination, his eyes darting around to take in all the new sights. Nadezha remained at Casimir’s side, but not, Eska thought, out of any great attention to or affection for the man, pair of exiles though they might be. The former matriarch had retreated further within herself at the arrival of Valentin and the Firenzia crew members, seemingly content to spend most of her time in silence and at the edges of everything, as though she might not be observed if she tried hard enough. Eska made a point of engaging with her as often as possible, and the woman had not appeared to resent this. But neither had she sought out the company in return.  
 
    A puzzle for another day. Perhaps if Eska’s skill in the Vardini tongue improved quickly, that day might come soon.  
 
    Without quite realizing it, Eska turned to take in her surroundings once more—and found herself lingering with her face to the east.  
 
    East. She closed her eyes and imagined the mountains that lay days away. The sunrises and sunsets that would take her there. The feel of dirt beneath her hands. Unfamiliar dirt. Unexplored. Waiting for her.  
 
    And then Eska opened her eyes and turned to the south—south to the glittering sea. To the ship that would carry them back to Rhoxanos and the Argonex. South to Arconia. To the archduke’s schemes. To the principe’s greed. To war, if it came to that. 
 
    To Sascha. 
 
    That thought, among all the wildness of her mind, had been the most consistent presence in the days since they had left Velsperg. It had sat on her shoulder while they rode to Skagenskor, diving into her dreams at night, persistent, no matter how she tried to shake it—though, perhaps, she had not tried all that hard. 
 
    “You made the right choice.”  
 
    Eska turned to see Casimir San-Voria at her elbow. He looked winded from the effort it required to get down from the carriage and walk to meet her. 
 
    “Did I?” 
 
    “You know you did.” 
 
    “Then why come all the way over here if you don’t think I’m a wild horse about to bolt?” 
 
    “Maybe I wanted some of your Skadish food.” 
 
    Eska handed it to him, her appetite wandering somewhere in the eastern mountains—or perhaps in the Anerrean Sea. “Here.” 
 
    San-Voria grimaced. “Fine, you caught me out. You’ve been feeding me nothing but gruel and broth for an eternity, but now that I’m confronted with chewing, I find I haven’t the stomach for it.” They both contemplated the partially eaten stuffed pastry, and then Casimir spoke again, his voice soft, almost too quiet to hear amid the bustle of the harbor and sea breeze. “Just because you know you made the right choice doesn’t make it easy to turn away from what you wanted.” 
 
    Eska took a deep breath of salty air. “My mother always told me one day I’d have to choose between the two parts of me. The part that digs in the dirt and the part that began to learn the ways of a diplomat before I could read. I never thought it would be like this. I never thought it would be momentous.” She looked at San-Voria. “I never thought it would feel like a denial.” 
 
    Casimir San-Voria held out his hand. “Come.” She took it. His skin was cold. “It is time for Eska de Caraval, breaker of cities, to go home.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-One 
 
    “I am the mountain and the tomb within.” 
 
      
 
    The Prince Beneath the Moon was smiling. 
 
    That was the only thing Manon understood in that moment of her first glimpse beneath the golden skull. 
 
    Not a malignant smile, full of spite and vengeance. Not belligerent or coarse or vicious. Not the baleful grin of a thing intent on destruction. 
 
    The corners of his mouth curved up, as smiles are wont to do. It was his eyes that spoke—mischievous, knowing, bright. 
 
    His eyes—one as blue as a pale sapphire, the other a shade of green that curled around Manon’s heart and squeezed. 
 
    Perrin’s eye.  
 
    Last seen in the ruins of Elysium, when Perrin had looked at her without recognition, moments before Cyprian had called white fire from the sky and shattered stone—and taken her brother. She had seen two blue irises that day, icy and distant and cold. Her heart, when it could beat again, soared to know Perrin had won some victory, insignificant as it might be.  
 
    Cyprian was still watching her, as heedless of the other eyes around them as Manon, his dark hair blowing across his face—so dark, where Perrin’s had been golden. His skin was pale, but not the deathly sort. In short, the Fisher King did not look like a corpse, which Manon was not entirely sure she had not expected. 
 
    Abruptly, Cyprian turned back to Sorina de Caraval, the smile vanishing. 
 
    “You asked to see my face, and now you have seen it. That is the last gift I will ever grant you.” And with that, Cyprian reached a hand to the sky and grabbed hold of the wind. 
 
    For a moment, all was still, suspended on frozen currents, a world deprived of time and life—Manon’s hair, Sorina’s cloak, a bird flying above—and then the dead king pulled his fist down to his side, and Manon felt the weight of the sky pummel her to the ground. 
 
    She landed hard, her cheek pressed to stone, the wind crushing her with such force she felt her bones shift. She could see Luca, spread across the mountainside, his fingers nearly within her reach, his face to the sky, pinned by the force of Cyprian’s will. 
 
    “And now you will know your rightful place.” The stones beneath Manon trembled with the roar of the Fisher King’s voice, so absolute she would have believed the very stars shook with it.  
 
    She tried to turn, tried to twist her neck to search out those mismatched eyes, but there was no combating the relentless wind. Her head ached with the pressure, her lungs cried out for relief. A crack resounded from somewhere behind Manon, followed by a scream—a scream that ended sharply as though cut with a knife. 
 
    And then the weight vanished, leaving Manon breathless. 
 
    She closed her eyes, gradually aware of the warmth of the sun on her back, of the edge of the stone in her cheek, of feeling returning to her body. Luca’s fingertips twitched against hers, and she responded in kind, the full extent of her strength, unable to do more than simply be alive. 
 
    When she was able, Manon lifted her head. 
 
    She saw the golden skull, discarded on the ground. She saw the dark crown, untouched where Cyprian had placed it. She saw Sorina de Caraval pressing herself up from the mountain. And she saw a body, limp despite the armor it wore. 
 
    The soldier’s body was broken. The breastplate split in two to reveal bones—spine and ribs—jutting to the sky. 
 
    Not trusting herself to stand, Manon got to her knees, only then catching sight of Cyprian. 
 
    The Prince Beneath the Moon looked on his destruction with a narrowed gaze, the green and the blue equally suffused with dim shadows of mistrust. Frowning to herself, Manon tried to understand why, tried to piece together a reason, only to see the dead man raise his gauntleted hand, turning it this way and that, flexing his fingers. And then that gaze lifted to meet her eye. The shadows fled, and Cyprian approached with swift strides. Before Manon could move, could think to flee from the wrath bearing down on her, that gauntleted hand was before her, offered silently. She took it, looking up into his eyes once more as he pulled her to her feet, closer than ever, close enough to see the tiny scar beneath his bottom lip—and then she understood. 
 
    The mistrust was of himself. 
 
    It was an apology, of sorts, a wordless acknowledgment that he had not intended the wind for her. And with that came the understanding that Cyprian II was still not fully in control, that while the raw power had undoubtedly returned, his precision and perfection and consistency eluded him yet. The black glass ruins of Verdienne were proof enough of that, but time, it seemed, had not honed the fury into finesse. 
 
    The mismatched eyes looked back at her, unblinking, no longer able to hide beneath their golden mask, and Manon saw uncertainty pooled there. 
 
    It ought to have been reassuring. After all, Manon did not wish to dwell on what he might unleash if he regained the full extent of his abilities. But in that moment she knew two things, and they battled within her chest—hope, that Perrin fought yet against the usurpation, and fear, for what uncertainty might drive the dead king to do. 
 
    Cyprian offered Manon no words, merely a long, slow blink, and then he turned and stepped away, striding to meet Sorina de Caraval, who, alone of her party, had found her feet. 
 
    She held her ground. Chin raised, shoulders squared. But her flared nostrils told of a racing heart. One of her soldiers made an attempt to defend her, rising unsteadily, half the steel of his sword sliding into the sunlight, but a raised hand quelled the man where he stood, and the ambassador-superior faced the Fisher King alone. 
 
    “Kill me if you must.” That orator’s voice was as strong as ever. “I will not kneel willingly.” 
 
    Cyprian stopped just short of the woman. “Your bravery earns you nothing. I am your rightful king.” 
 
    “Whatever you are,” Sorina said, her low voice edged with the coldness of a blade, “you are not my king. You are no one’s king. There is no throne for you to pretend to. Standing above the tombs of the Alescus does not change that.” 
 
    Cyprian tilted his head back and laughed, the sound rippling through the air and across the side of the mountain. And then with a terrible swiftness, the dead man lunged forward and gripped Sorina de Caraval by the throat. 
 
    “I am no pretender.” His voice ripped into Manon, harsh and absolute, a storm poised to strike. “I am no glory-seeker. I am the mountain and the tomb within. I am the crown reborn, and you will call me king.” 
 
    He twisted his wrist, then, turning Sorina slightly until she faced her four guards and the two other members of her party, her toes scraping at the stones as she sought purchase, her hands scrabbling at the gauntlet around her throat, a useless instinct.  
 
    Cyprian raised his left hand, and six stones the size of Manon’s fists mirrored his movement, rising from their slumber to hover in the air in front of each member of the Arconian delegation. He kept his gaze on Sorina, watching her struggle, watching, Manon understood, for the moment the ambassador realized she was helpless against what would follow.  
 
    And then with a lazy gesture, imbued with the cold, hollow nonchalance of the sea, Cyprian propelled the six stones forward. They floated toward each person’s chest, nuzzling briefly against cloth and armor—and then they began to burrow, slowly, so agonizingly slowly, not because flesh and bone offered resistance, but because the dead king wished it so. 
 
    The screaming came next. Piercing shrieks. Long, drawn out cries of pain. One man tried to run. A woman pawed at the stone entering her chest. Exercises in futility, all. 
 
    They dropped one by one, each with a gaping red wound, each whimpering into death. 
 
    And all the while Cyprian looked at Sorina de Caraval, waiting for her resistance to die alongside her companions. 
 
    She stabbed him. 
 
    Later, Manon wasn’t entirely sure where the stiletto came from. A hidden pocket, perhaps. A sleeve seemed unlikely. All she understood with any certainty was that one moment Cyprian was throttling Sorina as he forced her to watch her people die—and the next moment there was a needle-like blade protruding from his neck. 
 
    With a roar, the Fisher King flung Sorina to the ground, a sharp edge of his gauntlet tearing at her high neckline, ripping the embroidered fabric to her collarbone as she fell. Grasping the hilt of the stiletto, he wrenched it free, heedless of the way it tore at his neck. He advanced, the tiny blade angled toward Sorina’s belly, his eyes wild, his face contorted with rage—and then he froze, his chaos instantly eclipsed by utter stillness. 
 
    Manon stared, trying to understand why Sorina de Carval wasn’t dead, one hand clamped on Luca’s shoulder, though she was ignorant of having placed it there. She followed Cyprian’s gaze, the green and the blue equally fixed on the woman’s neck and the torn fabric—no, not the fabric. The scars.  
 
    They were old scars. White and glossy. A ragged map drawn by fire. 
 
    Manon knew the story. An attack by fanatics. She didn’t recall the details—save for the one that mattered most. It was Carrier fire that had burned Eska de Caraval’s mother. 
 
    In Manon’s experience, admittedly limited by her meager skills, distinguishing between Carrier fire and natural fire by sight alone was not possible. Not in the way they burned, nor the ash—or scars—they left behind. The only way to know one from the other was to witness their creation. And yet there was something in Cyprian’s face that told her she was sorely mistaken, as though he could read a pattern in what he saw. 
 
    Still clutching the knife, the Fisher King went to one knee, the wound at his neck a mere trickle of blood—not the torrent it should have been—his dark form looming over Sorina, who still struggled for breath. She tried to move away, her hands reaching behind her, searching for escape, but he caught her by one wrist. 
 
    “Who did this to you? Who gave you these scars?” 
 
    Manon barely heard Sorina’s answer, the woman’s voice hushed by the memory of Cyprian’s grip. 
 
    “Release me,” she hissed. “Guarantee my life and you’ll have your answer.” 
 
    She ought to have been any number of things in that moment. Weeping. Begging. Incoherent. Instead, Sorina de Caraval, Ambassador-Superior of Arconia, unwilling to give in to fear, unwilling to accept Cyprian’s supremacy, was doing what she had been trained to do, what she had done all her life. She was making a deal.  
 
    And the Fisher King accepted.  
 
    Cyprian rose in a single fluid motion, his cloak caught up in a sudden strong gust. He turned the stiletto in his steel-clad hand and offered it back to Sorina, hilt first. After a moment, she took it, then got to her feet once more. If she was resolutely keeping her back to her slaughtered companions, Manon could not blame her.  
 
    “Speak.” 
 
    Manon watched Sorina de Caraval’s chest rise and fall—once, twice, three times. Long, if slightly unsteady breaths. And then she spoke. 
 
    “The call themselves the followers of Mercuria. They speak of prophets and rebirths. Of the forces of light battling eternally against evil.” She took another breath, but Cyprian waved a hand dismissively. 
 
    “They do not matter.” 
 
    A swift judgment. 
 
    “Tell me why they chose you.” 
 
    Sorina was quiet for a moment, her gaze drifting away from Cyprian’s face. If she sought comfort or strength from the blue of the sky or the clean rush of wind, Manon could not say. “Why do zealots choose anyone?” She waited again, her gaze returned to the dead king, dark eyes darting back and forth between his blue and green ones, trying to read him. He offered her nothing. “My name is known. My family is known. And they saw something in their prophecies that they interpreted a certain way. I was to die for the sake of their Mercuria, who they say died to save Arconia in a time long past remembering, before the tyrants, before the Seven Cities joined in alliance.” A heavier breath passed through her lips, as though caught by the weight of remembrance. “My blood would save the city again, they said.” 
 
    Cyprian’s mouth curved with impatience. “But how did you survive?” 
 
    Sorina de Caraval raised an eyebrow. “I had skilled physicians at my side. And perhaps a bit of good fortune, I suppose.” 
 
    The answer didn’t satisfy Cyprian, Manon could see, but he didn’t propose an alternative. Instead, he paced away, his eyes fixed on something only he could see, his shoulders hunched in thought. 
 
    In his wake, Sorina’s gaze drifted to Manon, but she remained silent until the Fisher King reached the door of the mountain. He stood before the darkness within, framed by the names of his ancestors and descendant, and at last Sorina spoke. 
 
    “You do not accompany him under duress.” 
 
    Her voice was cold—and there was no question in what she said. 
 
    “My reasons are my own,” Manon said.  
 
    Sorina’s jaw tightened, and she looked toward the discarded skull. Manon waited, guessing the question that would come next, the question that begged to be asked, though it meant the death of innocence. 
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    He was Perrin. He was her brother trapped in the abyss of a dead man’s power.  
 
    “He is Cyprian II,” Manon said, “seventh of the Alescus. The Fisher King. The Prince Beneath the Moon.” 
 
    Sorina de Caraval responded to this with a small nod, as though this were an entirely mundane thing to hear. There was a tightness around her eyes, perhaps, hinting of something barely suppressed and a firm grip on her emotions. But, then, there was no precedent, no protocol—and certainly nothing to be gained by hysteria, Manon supposed.  
 
    “What does he want here?” 
 
    “He hasn’t said.” 
 
    “Hasn’t said? Or you haven’t asked the right question?” 
 
    There was a great deal of the daughter in the mother, Manon decided. The same directness, nurtured by the good fortune of seldom knowing refusal. The same quick eyes, sharp without appearing hard. The same mind, capable of taking in a great deal in short order, and producing an opinion in equally short order. Manon found herself wondering if her name had come up between mother and daughter, if Eska spoke of the Barcas with condescension—or not at all. The notion that she might be so insignificant caught at Manon’s chest. 
 
    “Some day you and your family will learn what it is to exist outside of the rarefied air you breathe,” Manon said, the spark flaring inside her, begging for release after so long dormant. “You won’t know your friends from your enemies. You won’t be able to sway a city with a single word. And I will rejoice.” 
 
    Sorina de Caraval’s face remained impassive. “If you wish to impress me with words and threats, direct them at him.” Her gaze flickered to where Cyprian stood, then back to Manon. “Or keep your tongue to yourself.” She turned away, leaving Manon with a clenched jaw and the desire to lash out with a tongue of flame, the impulse quenched only—barely—by the desperate need to keep her talent safe from the Fisher King. 
 
    “It is time.” 
 
    Like a distant storm, Cyprian’s voice rumbled across the space between them. Manon, the heat in her belly fading into an icy knot, exchanged a glance with Luca. The hunter was hunched over, his face tight with pain—and not, Manon thought, because of Cyprian’s treatment of them. 
 
    “You should have stayed away from me.” 
 
    She did not mean it cruelly. She was not sure she meant it at all, in fact. But, whether honed by her own fear or by her anger at Sorina, there was an edge in her voice. She tried to soften it with a smile, sent chasing after the words, but it died almost the moment it was born. 
 
    It was not the first time she had voiced that opinion. The hunter from Licenza had brushed it aside with good humor, always recommitting to his vow to stay with her, his chosen form of penitence for depriving her of her fire and earning the wrath of the principe of Licenza. His broad shoulders seemed to bear that burden with ease, never flinching or tiring. 
 
    But not this time.  
 
    There was no smile for Manon, no reassurance, no bluff to counter her melancholy. 
 
    Instead she saw only the reflection of her own bleak heart. 
 
    Manon turned before the tears came, blinking them away as she strode toward the door in the mountain. 
 
    And then she heard the quiet fall of Luca’s footsteps behind her and, if she believed in that sort of thing, she would have said she felt her heart break. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Even Sorina de Caraval, for all her composure, was not immune to the wonders of the Mountain of the Long Night. The ambassador-superior looked around with wide eyes, taking in the expanse of ivory and gold as they descended into the mountain. When they reached the bottom, Cyprian returned to the center of the circle of sarcophagi. The diplomat stood adrift for a moment, but Manon could see her regain herself, could see her gaze narrow on the shattered tomb.  
 
    “Tell me you did not do this for him.” Her voice was low but the words were not without anger. 
 
    Manon exhaled a burst of humorless laughter, made harsh by her inability to look at Luca. “You think I can conjure the dead? I found him in the ruins of Elysium, nothing more.”  
 
    Whatever Sorina might have said next was cut short by Cyprian beckoning them toward the twelve pavilions of gold. Manon lingered behind Sorina and Luca, approaching last and angling herself in a manner that placed the pile of small treasures—and the silver box—just off her left shoulder.  
 
    “The Alescus will never hold Bellara in their grip again,” Sorina said, her dark eyes fixed on Cyprian now. “We defeated the last of your line, and we will do so again if need be.” 
 
    The Fisher King raised his gaze from her scars. “The last,” he repeated, his voice the murmur of water. “But I am not him.” He drew one of his dark blades, extending it down to point at the ivory floor.  
 
    “You promised me my life,” Sorina said, quiet but unshaken. 
 
    Cyprian smiled and said nothing, merely flexed his left hand, igniting the sword once more. Manon saw the pulse in the woman’s throat jump. Then those mismatched eyes drifted above Sorina’s head and a spark appeared there. The ember traced a circle in the air, around and around, gaining speed, until a slender ring of fire loomed over the ambassador-superior.  
 
    For a moment, Sorina kept her gaze on the dead king. For a moment, only. And then she succumbed, tilting her head back, lifting her gaze, taking in the flames that snaked just out of reach. 
 
    “I suppose I would expect nothing less than treachery from an Alescu.” Sorina stepped close to Cyprian, stopping just short of touching him. The flames followed her. “But my death will be your only victory.” 
 
    The Prince Beneath the Moon looked down at Sorina de Caraval, his blue eye bright, his green eye cast in the shadow of his dark hair, a cold smile curving his lips. Manon inched to her left. 
 
    Cyprian brought his steel-clad hand up to Sorina’s face, resting one finger under her chin. “Oh, but it is not of death that I speak,” he whispered. They lingered there for a moment, Cyprian all but radiating power, Sorina filled with a quieter strength. Manon wanted the former and knew, with sudden certainty, she had neither. And then the dead king turned away, whirling with his sword, the tip of the flaming blade passing within a whisper of Sorina’s torso. He brought the blade to rest against the corner of the eighth sarcophagus, then walked slowly around it, drawing another circle of fire, the flames licking at the gold with brilliant light. 
 
    Manon stepped to her left. 
 
    If asked later if it occurred to her, in that moment, that she almost certainly knew what Cyprian meant to do, she would insist otherwise. 
 
    Insist and be believed. Some small part of her knew that too.  
 
    Because if she did not insist, a second question would be asked of her. Namely, why she did not attempt to save the life of Sorina de Caraval, Ambassador-Superior of Arconia. 
 
    Another step to her left. 
 
    And the true answer to that particular question, well, it would not do. No, not at all. 
 
    She need only stretch out her hand. 
 
    Cyprian finished his circuit of the sarcophagus. The fire on his blade vanished, leaving only the two kindred rings of flame, and he sheathed it at his hip once more, then drew the bronze disc over his head. 
 
    “No,” Luca protested, his voice hardly more than a murmur. 
 
    With his other hand, Cyprian reached upward again, this time drawing the ring over Sorina’s head down toward the ivory floor.  
 
    Another step. 
 
    Sorina stiffened as the slender wreath of fire slid over her head, then shoulders, her breath coming short and shallow.  
 
    Manon’s heart leapt with anticipation. 
 
    And then Cyprian opened the golden tomb. 
 
    The flames did it, delving, white-hot, into the gold, splitting it with a crack that reverberated through the ground beneath Manon’s feet and echoed with sharp force around the mountain. 
 
    Sorina spoke through gritted teeth, her fear giving her fury, even as tears slid down her cheeks. “Two of you will still fall. No Alescu will ever rule Bellara again.” 
 
    Cyprian pushed the lid of the sarcophagus back, letting it thud and clatter to the ground. He spread his hands, the bronze disc in one palm beginning to pulse with light. “You are wrong. I am Bellara.” 
 
    And then Luca moved. 
 
    Manon never saw the inhale. Never saw him thump his chest, as he had at the hunting lodge in Licenza. But she felt the exhale. Felt it pull at her insides, at her power, catching at the threads of fire as though to draw them out. But she was not Luca’s target. 
 
    And Cyprian was screaming. 
 
    Manon knew that agony. Knew that horror and helplessness. And she could see ribbons of shimmering light seep out from around the edges of his armor, drifting away from the Fisher King. One hand clenched with such force as to gouge holes into the gold sarcophagus, and he tilted his head to the false sun above, his face contorted, his neck twisted at a hideous angle. 
 
    Manon dove for the silver box, her fingers scrabbling at the vials, a roar filling her ears—a roar, she realized, emanating from deep within the dead king. 
 
    And then the bronze disc in his hand flared, piercing the air with searing beams of light, and with a rush the air in the massive cavern sucked inward, pulled into the disc—then repelled with enough force to shatter each and every one of the eleven remaining golden pavilions sheltering the tombs of the Alescus. 
 
    Manon ducked, curling into the gems and heavy silk of the pile of small treasures, her hands trembling as debris clattered around her—hands that clutched a single vial of pale powder. 
 
    Silence. Then a crackle of fire and Manon dared to look. 
 
    Sorina was yet frozen inside her ring of fire. Cyprian stood tall and unbroken. One sword unleashed, the dark steel dressed in darker flames. His mismatched gaze fixed on only one thing. Luca. 
 
    “A destroyer.” The Fisher King’s voice surged with fury. “I killed the last of your kind. And I will do the same to you.” 
 
    His free hand lashed out, gauntlet strangling air, and Manon saw Luca reach for his chest, to the place where Cyprian had marked him. Wrenching his arm down, the dead king sent Luca collapsing to the ground, and another jerk of his wrist spun the hunter across the ivory floor to crash in a heap against the base of a cruel-eyed statue next to Manon. 
 
    Manon stretched out a hand along the cold ivory, her fingers shaking as she tried to reach for him.  
 
    And then Cyprian was there. The dark sword hissed as the Fisher King raised it to strike. He had no thought for Manon, nothing but burning hatred in his eyes, both the blue and the green. 
 
    The sword came down, arcing to cleave into Luca’s still form. 
 
    Manon crushed the vial in her hand, heedless of the shards of glass imbedding into her palm, heedless of the sharp, acrid burning in her nostrils—and before her spark did more than breathe, before she had even shaped her will, fire burst forth from her hand, a wall of flame rising to meet the dark steel, curving around Luca, stretching over Manon’s head and down to sear the ivory of the floor, the dark form of the Fisher King a blur of shadows through the fiery shield. 
 
    The blow struck with concussive force, sending a shiver of dark cracks across Manon’s flames. It should have killed Luca, should have sliced through flame and flesh with equal ease. But Manon’s shield held, though her will trembled, and toxic fumes clawed at her throat and lungs. With bleeding fingers, Manon at last grasped Luca’s limp hand, her vision dimming, her body desperate for air, waiting for the Fisher King to kill her in whatever way he thought best. 
 
    A second strike never came. 
 
    The shadow that was Cyprian moved away—but not before she saw the unmistakable glow of the bronze disc in his hand once more.  
 
    And when Manon’s shield vanished, winking out of existence as her spark fell into cold exhaustion, she sucked in a breath of clean air and saw nothing but gold and ivory. 
 
    No Cyprian. No Sorina de Caraval. 
 
    Only an empty sarcophagus next to Cyprian’s destroyed one. 
 
    Veneca. 
 
    That was name of the eighth Alescu.  
 
    The dead queen’s name came to Manon like a spider pulled from a web of memory, unbidden, whispering through her mind. Despite the residual heat of her flames, Manon shivered. 
 
    Veneca. Daughter of Cyprian II. The Battle Queen. The Princess Who Forged Death. 
 
    And then Luca’s hand twitched in hers—just as the Mountain of the Long Night began to crumble.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Interlude 10  
 
      
 
    Excerpt from Corin and Bravi’s Genuine & Noble Bulletin, most recent printing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    PRISON BREAK! CRIMINALS ON THE LOOSE! 
 
      
 
    The Scandal of the year has come to Arconia, fellow Citizens and Dear Readers. Beware! Lock your doors at Night! Hold your Children close! This Bulletin is aggrieved to report a most Grievous turn of Events, come to Light, from the Hibarium, that stalwart prison whose Walls hold back the Vicious criminals within—but no longer! Those Walls have been Breached! Our sources—the epitome of Brave and Noble citizens—risked their Very Lives to bring us Word of nine—Nine! Count them!—prisoners escaping from the Hibarium, a Feat never before managed. We are Witnesses to Unprecedented times, Dear Readers. We must look to our Leaders. But do we Trust them to Protect us? Can they Hunt down these Villains before they Slaughter and Steal? Or must we, Dear Readers, take up the call Ourselves? 
 
      
 
    Officials from the Hibarium refuse to give Names, but this Bulletin has it on Good Authority that one of the Escapees is none other than Julian Barca. This Bulletin can only imagine what Schemes this Bankrupt schemer will unleash next!  

  

 
   
    Chapter Forty-Two 
 
    “I will do my duty to my city, to the Seven.” 
 
      
 
    If he’d had his way, Alexandre de Minos, Arch-Commander of Arconia, would not have chosen to arrest Maximilian de Caraval for his treason against the Seven Cities in front of an audience.  
 
    His way had been unacceptable, a fact made abundantly clear both in the calculation in the eyes of the archduke and in the belligerent voice of Sylvain de Ulyssey. The latter had ranted while the former had merely watched Sascha. And Sascha had been left with his orders—take Eska’s father into custody publicly, with a unit of Griffins in their full plumage at his back, and with the entire Varadome watching.  
 
    Sascha had returned to Arconia on the edge of night, pushing his exhausted horse, one of four exchanged at military outposts along the route from Licenza, at last through the gates of the city when dawn was yet nothing more than a thought on the eastern horizon. He’d set a furious pace for himself and his mounts, their path plagued by the heavy storms of late summer, but it was not the wind and the rain and the lightning that drove him on. No, even as he outpaced the thunder, he had no means to distance himself from a storm of a different sort, one coiled in duty and charged with guilt, one that clutched him in a relentless grip.   
 
    By the time he had reached the outskirts of Arconia, his mind was a grim wasteland of doubt and broken logic, each and every scenario clashing against the rest with tireless fervor. He had rehearsed every argument both for and against Maximilian’s guilt countless times, the words becoming a deranged medley he could not shake from his mind, wearing him to exhaustion far more than the days on horseback ever could.  
 
    In the end, his body and instincts had taken control, driving out all thought of what lay ahead, of what waited for him behind the city walls, and when he reached the Varadome and demanded to see the archduke—despite the hour—those who were there to witness the moment he dismounted and strode up the wide steps would have seen only the arch-commander of Arconia, broad of shoulder, calm of countenance, a paragon of inner strength. They would not have seen Sascha, the man who was about to implicate the father of the woman he still loved in a treasonous conspiracy designed to fracture Bellara and bring Arconia to its knees. 
 
    The archduke had received him promptly amid the remains of a chess match—decisively won. His opponent and victim, Sylvain de Ulyssey, was sprawled on a silk-wrapped chaise, where he evidently intended to lament his defeat, his elegant form draped in a robe of heavy brocade, a cigar dangling from his fingers. At any other time, Sascha might have surmised that de Ulyssey had deliberately lost, and quickly, the better to return to an approximation of sleep. In that moment, however, Sascha hardly even noticed the imperious arch of the man’s eyebrow at his entrance. The archduke, on the other hand, wore a simple white shirt and trousers of an indeterminate color, the kind that knew when to be deepest blue and when to shift into a more subtle evergreen. His sleeves were rolled past his elbows—the better to trounce de Ulyssey, no doubt—and his greeting to Sascha was mild and polite. He had the look of a man entirely at his ease—and not at all put out by Sascha’s disturbance—but, then, Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux never looked anything other than at his ease. 
 
    The mildness in his countenance, however, had ebbed away when Sascha had uttered his first words, which included Licenza, Vienisi, conspiracy, the Grey Eagles, and—fatefully—Maximilian de Caraval. 
 
    At that, the archduke had shifted into something else entirely. The same man, but suffused now with a sharp precision. He did not let Sascha continue his story until he had summoned Minister Dulair, she of the perfect knot of hair at the crown of her head who had first informed the archduke of discrepancies that had led to the discovery of the principe’s apparent treachery. The small woman, looking decidedly less pleased at being awake at that hour than the archduke, had perched on the edge of a chair as though she hoped to vacate it a mere moment later. 
 
    With those three faces arrayed before him, Sascha had begun to speak. 
 
    The first interruption came almost immediately and was soon followed by a consistent stream of them—all offered by de Ulyssey and Dulair while the archduke listened from the side of the room, cast in half a shadow as though he were not the conduit by which the consequences of that night would stem.  
 
    Sascha delved deeper into what he had learned from Ramses Tukhamon and, most of all, from the captain’s private correspondence. When he displayed the letter bearing the signature of Maximilian de Caraval, Dulair had sprung from her seat and snatched at the paper, only to be denied it as Sascha held the folded page close to his chest, his gaze shifting from her to the archduke. 
 
    It was no great secret, though she would certainly protest, and vehemently, that the minister possessed the ambition to one day take Maximilian de Caraval’s position as vice-chancelier. Sascha’s thoughts had flown to this the moment she had entered the study, but there had been no time for him to protest the conflict of interest present in the room, not when he had the full force of de Ulyssey’s privilege with which to contend. 
 
    And it was de Ulyssey who led the charge, pacing and roaring about Maximilian’s villainy, letting the others do the necessary work of confirming the handwriting, signature, and stamp. 
 
    “Sylvain,” the archduke had said at last, one raised hand enough to still the rampage from across the room. 
 
    Sascha had fixed his gaze somewhere beyond the Commendatore’s right ear, then, far enough that he would not be drawn in by the man’s eyes, though not so far that he breached the internal wall he had placed between himself and all thoughts of Eska—though it was a near thing. He stood as straight as the spear that was absent from his side, duty incarnate, the exhaustion nothing more than a faint murmur at his back, his heart nothing more than an organ that bestowed life. Certainly it wasn’t racing with shame and dishonor. Certainly.  
 
    There would be a trial. The archduke insisted. This would be no quiet disappearance. And, ever generous, the Commendatore murmured briefly about the possibility of a life sentence in the Hibarium, rather than the finality of execution—should the verdict be one of guilt. 
 
    It was only when the others had left that the archduke had ventured close to Sascha, even going so far as to place a hand on his shoulder. Those eyes pretending to kindness. That face half illuminated by the nimbus of rosy sky spreading behind him. Sascha hadn’t dared to breathe. 
 
    “You were close with his daughter once, were you not?” 
 
    It was not a question. Not really. Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux did not ask questions to which he did not know the answer.  
 
    Nor was it a moment of sympathy. 
 
    “Yes,” Sascha had said. And then, because it was the true, if unspoken, thrust of the archduke’s words: “I am a Celestial Knight of Bellara. I am the Protector of the Seven Cities. I will do my duty to my city, to the Seven. And to you, Commendatore.” 
 
    Publicly. For all to see. 
 
    Sascha surveyed the terraced series of small plazas leading up to the Celestial Pavilion, an open-air palace situated at the rear of the Varadome’s extensive grounds. Water ran down a pair of chutes lining the terraces, gushing into a pool at the base, a beautiful piece of engineering. Equally beautiful were the hedges and the gardens and the mosaics—not to mention the delicate bronze statues—but Sascha saw only the faces. Faces of government officials, ambassadors, couriers. Faces enjoying the pleasant weather, the sun and clear sky appreciated all the more in the wake of the storms that had hounded the Arconian coast for days. Faces ignorant of what was to come. 
 
    Maximilian de Caraval was known to take a respite from his duties and endless work by walking the terraces in the late morning hours. Had done so, in fact, not long before, climbing to the Celestial Pavilion, as was his habit. He would have been accompanied by a small flock of attendants, each insisting on a signature or a moment of his time, but Sascha knew when the vice-chancelier reached the quiet of the white stone floors and the dappled shade of the ancient yew tree that sat at the center of the largest of the pavilion’s network of arched columns and domes, that Maximilian would dismiss the swarm in search of a moment of peace. This, too, was his habit, which Sascha had learned was Eska’s preferred time to visit her father at the Varadome—both because she enjoyed the songs of the birds as much as her father and because she knew it was her best chance at catching his mind free of burdens, especially if she needed to ask a favor.  
 
    Sascha couldn’t see the vice-chancelier—the pavilion was too distant, too private despite its lack of walls—but he looked regardless. He had, in the intervening hours between the conversation in the archduke’s study and the moment he pulled on his most formal uniform, entertained the thought that perhaps this day the vice-chancelier might forgo his small luxury. Perhaps he might remain in his offices where Sascha might confront him away from watching eyes. Perhaps. And yet, as Sascha had studied himself in the mirror situated in the corner of his chambers at the Varadome and adjusted the heavy medals and golden sash that marked his command, he knew it was a foolish thought, one that offered only a false comfort.  
 
    “If you can’t stomach it, de Minos,” came the voice of Hadrien Valinzuela from over Sascha’s left shoulder, “my Griffins will do the job. And with pleasure.” The sneer was as obvious as though Sascha could see the curl of the commander’s upper lip. 
 
    Sascha didn’t turn. “You will get no pleasure from this, Commander. Is that understood?” He had not wished Valinzuela to be present at the arrest, but on this, too, he was overruled. The vice-chancelier presented a direct threat to the archduke, de Ulyssey had argued. As the archduke’s personal guard, the Griffins would attend, and Valinzuela with them. Sascha was allowed the small freedom of dictating only the number of obsidian-clad shadows he would tolerate. As such, there were four arrayed behind him in the portico of a private entrance to the archduke’s wing of the Varadome. They had so far gone unnoticed by those enjoying the terraces. 
 
    “Careful, Arch-Commander. Or I might be left with no choice but to assume you sympathize with a traitor.” 
 
    Something hardened in Sascha’s gut, but whether it was his shame or his anger, he could not have said. “The vice-chancelier has not yet been named so by the law, and he is due the appropriate courtesy until such a time comes. If it comes at all. Or do you mean to suggest that you alone are fit to judge him?” 
 
    Valinzuela did not respond to this directly, though not out of respect for Sascha’s authority or words, he knew. Instead, the commander of the Griffins chose to shift tactics. 
 
    “Then what are we waiting for?”  
 
    Sascha held onto his silence. 
 
    The pool murmured. Laughter sounded from a cluster of young men dressed in civil uniform. And then a figure stepped from the shadows of the Celestial Pavilion.  
 
    “That, Commander,” Sascha said, his voice quiet but firm. “We were waiting for that.” 
 
    Sascha took a single step into the sunlight. Then another. Behind him, Valinzuela moved, and the four Griffins snapped into place, their heavy-bladed glaives flashing as they shifted to hold them in both hands. The sudden movement and the sound of their boots was foreign in that quiet, peaceful place, and several heads turned as conversations stilled among those closest. The faces were curious now, a raised eyebrow here, a squint there, even a respectful nod at Sascha from an officer.  
 
    A pair of swallows darted over Sascha’s head as he strode onward, winging their way out of the shade of the portico, then soaring up the slope of the terraces. As he rounded the edge of the pool and began to mount the steps to the first terrace, Sascha saw Maximilian de Caraval glance up. There was a smile on the vice-chancelier’s face. 
 
    The attendants rushed to their master’s side a moment later, dispelling any remaining illusion of peace. By the time Sascha reached the second terrace, his steps sure and measured, the Griffins and Valinzuela haunting him, all eyes were on him. All eyes but those of Maximilian de Caraval, who was busy perusing the contents of a parchment that had been thrust in his face.  
 
    It was only when both parties reached the third terrace that the vice-chancelier seemed to sense the quiet around him—a quiet entirely bereft of the peace he had sought—and looked up. Even then, as his eyes met Sascha’s, they were warm and friendly, not yet perceiving his grim expression or the presence of the armed men behind him.  
 
    “Alexandre,” Maximilian said, smiling, “I did not know you had returned to the city.” The slightest hint of a frown, then. “I hope all is well in Vienisi?” 
 
    Sascha kept his gaze fixed on the other man’s face, but he did not open his mouth until he trusted he could speak. 
 
    And even then, it was not his voice that he heard. 
 
    “Sascha?” 
 
    Alexandre de Minos was not a man who had ever wished for death. Not in the throes of battle, not in the most dire moments of the siege of Eduin, not when he had faced the Goliath of Hespira, not when the storm in the Borneau channel had threatened to pummel his ship into oblivion.  
 
    But in that moment, as Eska’s voice rang out in the deadly quiet, he would gladly have spilled every drop of blood in his veins to spare her from the words he had to say. And perhaps to spare himself from seeing the betrayal in her eyes that would follow. 
 
    Sascha closed his eyes, felt something in his chest seize at his lungs, felt something break and shatter and succumb to fate. 
 
    And then he turned—just enough to take in Eska’s figure. She stood at the base of the first series of steps, one hand raised to shield her gaze from the sun, her hair in a braid over her shoulder. And she, unlike her father, understood something of the situation, if not the whole. It was clear in her face. Her gaze shifted to the Griffins and their glaives, to her father, and then back to Sascha, those eyes full of concern. 
 
    Sascha looked away, turning back to Maximilian, whose smile had shifted to his daughter at her arrival. The older man returned his attention to Sascha, his countenance growing troubled at last. 
 
    “Vice-Chancelier,” Sascha said, letting his voice carry. Publicly. So be it. “By order of Valexi Arcturos de Vauquelin-Preux and by his authority as archduke of this city, I arrest you for treason against the Seven Cities of Bellara.” 
 
    The silence that followed was absolute. Even the birds had grown quiet.  
 
    And then: “Sascha.” Eska’s murmur was low and not yet desperate, but there was an edge, both of fear and anger, there. 
 
    He would not answer. Could not. He kept his gaze fixed on Maximilian and lowered his voice. 
 
    “I ask that you come with me of your own free will, my lord.” 
 
    Behind him, unbidden, the Griffins shifted, taking a single step forward as a unit, the whisper of their glaives a clear threat. Sascha clenched his jaw and a fist and then thrust that hand behind him, fingers splayed, palm out, a clear indication to stand down—but he could only hope Valinzuela would make no further move.  
 
    “Sascha, what is this.” 
 
    Still he would not look. 
 
    “My lord. If you would,” he said. 
 
    He watched Maximilian’s face, watched the man glance at his daughter, then at the Griffins. There was a sadness in his features—but not for himself, Sascha thought. And then the vice-chancelier spoke. 
 
    “Far be it from me to contest the authority of our Commendatore, Arch-Commander, or the strength of your men,” Maximilian said, his voice measured if not quite calm. “I will go quietly, you need not fear.” 
 
    Sascha dipped his head in acknowledgment and respect just as Hadrien Valinzuela stepped forward, raising one hand to take the vice-chancelier by the shoulder. Sascha struck first, whirling to catch the commander’s wrist, twisting and pulling and sweeping the other man’s legs out from under him. Valinzuela hit the ground hard, and still Sascha manipulated his wrist, pushing the bones to their limit. Sascha forced a single long exhale out through his nostrils as he held the other man in place and stared down into Valinzuela’s grimace of hatred and pain. 
 
    “I will kill you if you touch him,” Sascha hissed. 
 
    It was Maximilian who earned Valinzuela a reprieve. “Arch-Commander,” he said, severing Sascha’s will. “Let us proceed.” 
 
    Releasing Valinzuela, Sascha straightened and turned to lead the vice-chancelier away, only to find himself no more than an arm’s length from Eska. 
 
    It was the disbelief that burrowed into him. The unwillingness, even in that moment, to accept that he would act as he had—despite having witnessed it with her own eyes. 
 
    And then she turned to her father, leaving Sascha to both mourn the loss of her and exhale in the sudden relief of being free of her gaze. He looked away as quiet words passed between Eska and Maximilian, then ushered the vice-chancelier forward, the Griffins marching crisply behind him, the faces around them beginning to whisper at last.  
 
    He had nearly achieved the relative privacy of the archduke’s wing of the Varadome when a sudden rush of wind swirled with violent strength down the length of the terraces, bringing a strange heat in its wake. Sascha braced against it and turned— 
 
    He could not have said, later, which of the two figures standing on the highest terrace was first to unleash the flames writhing in their hands. Perhaps it was the man wearing black armor and a skull of gold, its gleaming grin the same Sascha had glimpsed once before, a man who had once been Perrin Barca. Perhaps it was the woman in white, a crown of golden spikes haloing her dark hair, a delicate half mask covering the right side of her face—a face that whispered with familiarity, though he could not have said why. It didn’t matter, of course, who was first.  
 
    He could, however, be certain of one thing. The two figures were not alone. 
 
    There, in the distance, watching the man and the woman, lurking like a shadow in the gardens beyond the Celestial Pavilion. Pale. Tall. Her attention fixed on the crowned pair. 
 
    Manon Barca.  
 
    So she tracked the brother who was not her brother still. Her features, even at that range, were sharp with desperate hunger. But she kept her distance like a cast off dog. Whether she hoped for scraps or vengeance, Sascha could not know. Of the hunter—what was his name?—from Licenza who had accompanied Manon, there was no sign. 
 
    And then the fire raged.  
 
    Screams. Smoke. A crush of bodies seeking safety from that malevolent tide. 
 
    Sascha reached for Maximilian instinctively, catching on to the other man’s arm even as he searched for Eska amid the chaos.  
 
    “Do you see her?” Sascha shouted. He shook the vice-chancelier, searching, searching. A few indecipherable shapes staggered through the gathering smoke. “Eska!” Again and again he shouted for her, his voice breaking against the ash and the searing heat, until at last a burst of flames licked the steps of the portico and Sascha was forced to turn away, hauling Maximilian after him.  
 
    As he crossed the threshold into relative safety, Sascha cast one last glance at the golden-faced Carriers, barely visible behind their wall of fire and destruction. And then he heard it. A sound laced with dread. A sound he had only heard once before. 
 
    The deep rumbling of the bells chilled Sascha’s blood, their dolorous tolling signaling a single thing: 
 
    Alarm. Alarm. Attack from the sea. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Thank You All! Please Read! 
 
      
 
    Hi all! Thank you everyone for checking Legacy of Bronze! It was a long time in getting done, and we’re excited to hear what you think of the book! 
 
    On that subject, a few notes: 
 
    First: If you enjoyed the book please, please, consider rating and reviewing Legacy of Bronze on Amazon, Audible, and Goodreads, as well as any of your other favorite book sites. Many people don’t know that there are thousands of books published every day, most of those in the USA alone. Over the course of a year, a quarter of a million authors will vie for a small place in the massive world of print and publishing. We fight to get even the tiniest traction, fight to climb upward one inch at a time towards the bright light of bestsellers, publishing contracts, and busy book signings. 
 
    Thing is, we need all the help we can get, and that’s where wonderful readers like you come in! 
 
    Second: If you want to join our growing community, be sure to join Wraithmarked Creative’s private readers’ group on Facebook! Both of us are active participants in the group, so tag us with any questions, check out all the other awesome books Wraithmarked is publishing in the coming months, and chat with those authors as well! 
 
    Regardless of whether or not you choose to review, reach out, or support us elsewhere, thank you again for taking the time to read and we will see you in the next book! 
 
      
 
    Thank you all so, so much, 
 
    T L & Bryce 
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