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The Book of the Holt is a vast and complex tale. I consider that a good thing, and if you’re reading this, you likely do too, but it can present a problem. It’s easy to forget what happened in the earlier volumes. I do my best to catch readers up with little reminders along the way, but even so, I recognize the need for a refresher.

It is with this in mind that I provide the following synopsis of part one.

As always, thank you for joining me in this grand tale. I hope you enjoy your return to the Great Basin.

Bradley P. Beaulieu

*

THE DRAGONS OF 
DEEPWOOD FEN

Decades ago, the trickster god Faedryn corrupted Illustra Azariah, a powerful shepherd and one of the five heads of the Church of Alra. Faedryn’s ultimate goal is to free himself from his prison in the great forest known as the Holt, and the first step is awakening his servant, Strages, once a powerful necromancer in the time of the Ruining. But to awaken Strages, the shrine that has kept him asleep for centuries must be destroyed. To do so, Faedryn commands Azariah to build a palisade, a magical shield that protects Ancris from the dark sun. Though the palisade appears benign, it is slowly building aura, one of two raw sources of magic. When that power is released, it will destroy Ancris in an eruption known as a geoflare.

But the palisade cannot work on its own. It needs an opposing source of umbra, known as a crucible. The Holt is the only place that has enough umbra to build a crucible. With no easy access to the Holt, Azariah transforms himself into his conniving alter ego, the Hissing Man, and manipulates Llorn Bloodhaven into building one. Llorn is second in command of the Red Knives, a group of Kin freedom fighters dedicated to liberating the Holt from the empire. When the Hissing Man teases the possibility of destroying Ancris, one of the empire’s five capitals, he quickly agrees but hides it from Aarik, his brother and the leader of the Red Knives.

Aarik has secrets of his own. He’s been working on a peace deal with Imperator Marstan Lyndenfell, the leader of the Holt and a man beholden to the empire’s five quintarchs. Aarik has long considered Marstan an unforgivable enemy, but years of strife and bloodshed have left him yearning for peace.

As The Dragons of Deepwood Fen opens, the palisade and the crucible have gained significant power, and the eruption in Ancris is nearing. Llorn hopes to betray the Hissing Man by taking Strages and using the Heartstone shard that controls him to wage war on the empire, but his plans hinge on raising his sister Morraine from the dead. Morraine’s soul, now a glowing blue wisp, is well guarded, so Llorn coerces Rylan Holbrooke, a renowned thief, into retrieving it for him.

To help raise Morraine and turn her into an undead draugr, Llorn recruits Morraine’s daughter Rhiannon, a powerful young druin. Rhiannon is nervous but helps raise Morraine. Aarik gets wind of the ritual and quickly learns of Llorn’s plan to destroy Ancris. Not knowing the full extent of Llorn’s treachery, Aarik sends Rylan to Ancris to find out more.

Aarik also demands that Llorn arrange a meeting with the Hissing Man. Lorelei Aurelius, a brilliant but socially awkward inquisitor, learns of the meeting being held in an abandoned mine, and goes there with her partner Creed. They manage to capture Aarik, but Illustra Azariah uses his authority to take him away. Aarik is burned in the flames of a bronze dragon, ostensibly for crimes against the empire but really to hide what he knows.

Lorelei, now largely in the dark, managed to retrieve a curious bit of peat from Aarik before he died. An alchemyst named Ash finds that the peat is jam-packed with umbra and that it could only have come from the Deepwood Fens, far into the Holt.

Llorn, now King of the Wood, learns of a bronze chalice being held by a historian named Kellen. The Hissing Man wants the chalice, so Llorn wants it first. He manipulates Rylan into going to the library and retrieving it, but when Rylan arrives, the Hissing Man is there, too. A struggle for the chalice ensues, and the library catches fire. Both the Hissing Man and Rylan narrowly escape, and Kellen is wounded.

When clues point to Rylan’s having been involved in the fire, Lorelei arrests him. The Hissing Man arranges for his death in prison, but Lorelei saves him and they discover a map on the chalice that reveals an ancient shrine that history somehow erased. They fly to the shrine on their dragons and discover many floating islands, evidence of a mountain that suffered a massive geoflare. Not only that, the long-forgotten shrine once held the body of Yeriel, who now rules over Gonsalond, where Faedryn is held prisoner.

Convinced that Azariah’s goal is to destroy the shrine beneath Ancris to awaken Strages, Rylan and Lorelei rush back to Ancris. But time is running short. Morraine is readying the crucible to trigger the eruption in Ancris. The one thing that might undo them is Yeriel, so Morraine forces Rhiannon to use Yeriel’s shard to keep her at bay.

Rylan and Lorelei appeal to Quintarch Lucran. He’s distrustful of them, but his daughter Skylar convinces him they’re telling the truth. Azariah, fearing what Lucran will do, turns the Church into a fortress and awaits the geoflare.

Yeriel senses Rhiannon’s use of her crystal and sends her warrior women, known as the Seven, to get her shard back from Morraine. The Seven attack on their ivory dragons, and Llorn, Morraine, and Rhiannon narrowly escape. In the tree city of Glaeyand, Morraine creates the final link between the crucible and the palisade in Ancris, which triggers the geoflare.

Azariah’s carefully laid plans come to fruition and Ancris explodes, but in a twist of fate, Azariah’s fellow illustrae try to kill him at Faedryn’s bidding. Azariah was to become a sacrificial lamb to hide the next steps in Faedryn’s plans, but Azariah escapes the fracturing city on his iron dragon. Now freed of Faedryn’s influence, Azariah vows to stop the trickster god at all costs.

During a climactic battle of dragons and men, Llorn and his Red Knives attempt to retrieve Strages from the exploded shrine. Rylan and Lorelei anticipate the explosion and go to the shrine as well. While Llorn manages to get Strages, Rylan gets the shard. With the battle turning against them, Llorn and the Red Knives flee back to the Holt with Strages.

In the wake of the battle, the city begins to deal with the terrible destruction caused by the geoflare. Rylan fears what will happen if Strages’ shard falls into the wrong hands and decides to hide it from everyone, including Lorelei. Lorelei knows that in order to stop Faedryn, she has to learn what really happened to the paragons during the Ruining, and so vows to go to the Holt and do just that. Rhiannon sees that helping her mother and Llorn was wrong. She, too, fears what will happen to the Holt if Faedryn escapes his prison, so she goes to Yeriel, reckoning the paragon needs to know the truth. She offers her service and, to prove her sincerity and goodwill, gives Yeriel her shard back, and Yeriel takes her to Gonsalond.
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PROLOGUE: RHIANNON

Rhiannon Bloodhaven gripped the rough leather saddle loops as the mighty onyx dragon Ircundus beat the late summer air with her broad wings and soared through the Holt’s great citadel trees. In the saddle in front of her was Maladox, a burly man in his late forties with broad shoulders, unruly hair, and a long black beard, braided into three tails. The forest was alive with the calls of wrens and jays and shrill bark beetles. The incessant rain had ceased, but above the canopy, slate gray clouds still roiled, and the air was thick with humidity.

Rhiannon leaned left and peered past Maladox. Seven ivory dragons flew ahead of them. Each dragon bore one of the Seven except for the one farthest back, where Yeriel, the powerful leader of Gonsalond, sat in the saddle behind Hellebore, a woman with bright red hair. They were off to Gonsalond itself, the fabled city beyond the veil, a place Rhiannon had once dreamed of visiting. Rhiannon had practically begged Yeriel to be allowed to join her there, but now Rhiannon was growing nervous. She couldn’t shake the feeling that perhaps she shouldn’t trust her, nor her protectors, the warrior women known as the Seven.

“What do you suppose they’re like?” Maladox asked.

Rhiannon shrugged. “Hard, I reckon. Fierce.”

“Well, sure,” Maladox said, “but what about at home? Do they cook? Do they write poetry?” He pointed to the rearmost dragon, a long white slash against the mottled backdrop of the citadel trunks. “Hellebore seemed pretty friendly before we left.”

“True, but did you see the way Snow on the Mountain glared at you when she said hello to you?”

Snow on the Mountain, riding ahead of Hellebore, was the tallest of the lot. She had braided blonde hair, scars on her knobby knuckles, and an attitude like she didn’t give a good gods’ damn who saw them.

“Protective,” Maladox said absently as he steered Ircundus slightly left, “but I bet she’s a pussycat once you get to know her. The one who really scares me is the little one, Moth.” He pointed to the smallest of the Seven, flying near the center of the pack. “If she’s not a sedge witch, my mammy was a dirt-eating mole.”

“Old Mother Constance said sedge witches are crazy.”

“She wasn’t wrong. They eat grubs and insects to gather their power—”

“I know, Maladox—”

“—but I reckon it’s holding that power for so long that makes ’em crazy.”

As if she’d heard, Moth turned in her saddle and stared back at them. The way the wind was tugging at her pale hair reminded Rhiannon of cobwebs. Even from this distance Rhiannon could see her golden nose ring and the barbell piercings through the ridge of her nose.

Moth faced the way ahead, and Rhiannon felt relieved. “She seems more calculating than crazy.”

Amid the whump of Ircundus’s broad wings, Maladox glanced back with a bemused expression. “She can be both, you know.”

Rhiannon supposed that was true, but she wasn’t willing to admit it to Maladox. He’d been acting high and mighty all day.

“Do you suppose the Seven are undying, too?” Maladox asked.

“What, like Yeriel?” Rhiannon shook her head. “I don’t think so. My mother said that when one dies or is wounded, another is chosen to take her place.”

“Why just women, though?”

“I dunno. Is it so hard to believe Yeriel doesn’t trust men?”

Maladox seemed to chew on that awhile. “S’pose not…”

“Mother told me more,” Rhiannon continued. “Cordney’s an expert archer. Chirrup can tame any dragon. Snow on the Mountain is a healer. Dervish can light her blade aflame.”

“They have a flame wielder?”

There was a lot more awe in Maladox’s voice than Rhiannon had expected. “Yeah, I guess so. And Sable, the one in the black armor near the front? She has the best sword arm in the Holt, man or woman.”

Maladox scoffed noisily. “If you believe that, I’ve got a floating city in the mountains to sell you.”

Rhiannon punched his meaty shoulder. “You think she’d be one of the Seven otherwise? Anyway, I don’t know what they’re like at home, but I know this much: they swear oaths to protect Gonsalond and keep Faedryn warm and cozy in his little prison.”

He shot a lopsided smile over his shoulder. “Warm and cozy…” Ircundus suddenly drifted right. Maladox tugged her reins to right their course, but the onyx only grumbled and roared. “Enough, you bloody wyrm!” Maladox tugged the reins again, harder. “We’re going to bloody” – he yanked so hard Rhiannon thought the reins would snap – “Gonsalond!”

Ircundus turned her massive, horned head and glared at Maladox. She snapped the frills around her head and horns; the bright yellow skin, once hidden, gleamed in the sunlight. Ircundus dipped her head, rolled her body, and lashed her spade-shaped tail so fast it thrummed through the air like a whipping branch. Rhiannon pressed a hand to her stomach and fought the urge to throw up. She still wasn’t used to flying on dragonback.

Maladox struggled with the reins. “You’re such a baby!” he blurted.

Ircundus gurgled – Rhiannon felt it in her legs – but whether the dragon was amused or annoyed to be following dragons she’d battled not long ago, Rhiannon wasn’t sure.

Yeriel turned in the saddle and regarded Ircundus, then Maladox, and seemed to laugh. She was pale as death, and her hair writhed like snakes. “We train our beasts properly in Gonsalond,” she called over the distance.

Maladox sat up straighter. “It’s no lack of training that’s got her riled. It’s those properly trained beasts of yours. They tussled, you know.”

Yeriel shrugged. “Chirrup can quiet her if you like.”

“Bloody hells, no.” He reached down and patted Ircundus’s neck. “She’ll be fine.”

Yeriel flashed a smile – white teeth behind lilac lips – then turned her head back. In front of her, Hellebore called over her shoulder, “Get ready! We’re almost there!”

Ircundus beat her wings, followed the ivories, and belched a great roar – the sort of sound she made when she was surprised or frightened. Rhiannon scanned the trees for the source of her discomfort, then felt like she was being dropped into a freezing river. She gasped. Maladox stiffened and uttered an uncharacteristic grunt. Ircundus’s roar became a keening call that sounded like a caribou. A few beats of her wings later, Ircundus fell silent, and the air turned warm. They were flying over different terrain than moments ago. It was more rugged. The citadels were coated in dark moss.

Rhiannon said, “We’re through the portal.”

Maladox glanced over his shoulder. “Aye, and one step closer to Faedryn.”

Rhiannon still wasn’t sure how she felt about seeing the trickster god. She was curious about him, of course – there wasn’t a soul in the Holt who didn’t wonder what he and his prison were really like – but she was also scared. Faedryn had killed Alra. He’d caused the Ruining. All the worst stories – from druin records to Church psalms to campfire ballads – told of a ruthless god who would stop at nothing to destroy Alra’s greatest creations. The thought of coming face to face with him made Rhiannon want to hide somewhere far, far away.

“You think she’ll take us to him?” she asked Maladox.

“Sooner or later, sure.”

They rode silently over streams, past treeless hills, through vales where the bright sun came and went in a flash. “I hope it’s sooner,” Rhiannon said after a time.

“Oh? Why’s that?”

“Because I want to know what we’re up against.” There was no sense delaying it, no matter how scared Rhiannon was. And besides, as her mentor Brother Mayhew used to say, facing your fears was a hundred times better than letting your imagination do it for you.

“Yeah, you’re probably right, but—” Maladox gasped. “Good gods, now there’s a sight.”

Rhiannon peered past Maladox and Ircundus’s bobbing head. A city in the trees! Walkways and bridgeboughs came into view, elegantly constructed decks, burrow doors, and corkscrew stairs. Everything seemed less built than grown, as if someone had turned the wood to clay, formed what they’d liked, and let it all harden again.

In the far distance, Rhiannon spotted a black stripe between two vast trees. She blinked, but the stripe remained, like a vertical strip of the forest had been torn away, revealing a starless void beyond. The closer they flew, the better Rhiannon saw twisted branches along its trunk, knots in its wavering black surface, and the deep, river-like runnels of a citadel tree in its shimmering bark. But its top was stunted, and it was completely isolated, unconnected by bridgeboughs or walkways to its neighbors.

“It’s the Umbral Tree…” It felt weird to say, even for Rhiannon, who’d read about the tree many times. And Brother Mayhew had told Rhiannon more besides: stories over campfires or meals in the abbey that told of Faedryn’s defeat, the planting of the magical tree, the trickster’s imprisonment beneath it.

Maladox held the reins in one hand and pressed the other to his belly. “Seven hells, the feel of it…”

Rhiannon felt it, too, like a snake writhing in her gut. She took a deep breath and tried to calm herself.

Not far from the black tree, a dozen or more ivory dragons and a score of viridians were nesting in Gonsalond’s eyrie. Some beat their wings. Others pealed or craned their long necks. Like the eyries in Andalingr and Glaeyand, a staging deck was positioned near the eyrie’s base. The massive deck could hold twenty, maybe thirty dragons, and was used for large groups to take off and land with the help of eyrie hands.

Ircundus soared after the ivories without protest, but when they came within a few trees of the eyrie, the mighty onyx bellowed and veered right.

“She’s frightened,” Rhiannon said. “Lead her away!”

“I know,” Maladox growled.

He loosened the reins and allowed Ircundus to arc around the eyrie. They circled a citadel tree, a big one, and the deck was lost from sight. When it came back into view, the ivories had landed, and a dozen eyrie hands, men and women, young and old, were moving among them and gripping their reins. The hands wore light clothes and thick leather gloves and seemed unperturbed as the ivories pealed and clacked their jaws. The ivories soon quieted, Yeriel and her Seven dismounted, and the hands began pulling what looked to be dead ferrets from sacks on their belts and feeding them to the dragons.

Maladox guided Ircundus toward the deck, and Ircundus landed with a boom. One of the ivories shrieked. More followed suit. Soon all of them were making the same sound. Rhiannon’s skin crawled from the sheer intensity of it.

Ircundus threw her head back and roared. She swept her horns, narrowly missing Maladox, and Rhiannon was forced to hold tight to Maladox lest she be thrown. After a chorus of orders barked from the eyrie hands, the ivories fell silent, and Ircundus stilled.

Maladox loosened the reins and patted the black scales along Ircundus’s shoulder. “Down, girl. We’re safe now.”

Ircundus gurgled and slowly lowered her chest to the deck, but when one of the eyrie hands, a handsome fellow with nutmeg hair, approached, Ircundus fixed her gaze on him, gouged the deck with her wing talons, and growled a warning.

A warbling whistle filled the humid air, and Ircundus snapped her head toward Chirrup, a spritely woman with short chestnut hair and dragon-tooth earrings, who had broken away from the Seven. Chirrup was a rarity in the Holt. She was a dragon singer who could calm temperamental beasts with song. She paced toward Ircundus and touched the eyrie hand’s shoulder. The hand stepped back, blinked, and swallowed hard. And little wonder. Onyxes were one of the largest of the dragon breeds, and Ircundus was bigger than most. Her gargantuan form made Chirrup and the hand look like rag dolls, yet Chirrup seemed unbothered as she continued her steady approach. She stopped several paces from Ircundus and continued her melodic whistling. Ircundus raised her head like she was about to swallow Chirrup whole, then she grunted like a warthog and began swaying her head in time with the dragon singer’s hand.

“I told you no dragon singing,” Maladox growled. When Chirrup continued as if she hadn’t heard, Maladox slid off Ircundus, drew his axe, and strode toward the dragon singer. “Did you hear me?”

Dervish, a strikingly beautiful woman with jet black hair and cinnamon skin, rushed in front of Chirrup and drew her rapier. The sword burst into flames. Flame wielders were common in the tales of the Sapphire Coast but all but unheard of in the Holt.

Rhiannon cried out, “Maladox, don’t!”

Maladox stopped and stared at Dervish, his mouth hanging open. Ircundus lowered herself onto the deck and gurgled, as quiet and still as Rhiannon had ever seen her.

Yeriel stood beyond the eyrie hand and watched the conflict unfold in silence; then she strode to stand by Dervish and glared at Maladox. “Do you think I would invite you to Gonsalond,” she said calmly, “only to kill you here?”

Maladox blinked. He seemed unable to draw his gaze from Dervish, but at last, he took a half step back and slipped his axe into the steel loop on his belt. “Please, forgive my poor manners.” He waved one hand vaguely toward Chirrup, who had yet to stop her melodic song. “I just don’t trust that sort of thing.”

Dervish seemed not to have heard. She remained in a fighting stance, the flames licking the steel of her sword reflecting in her eyes.

Yeriel touched her shoulder. “Put your sword away, Dervish.”

Dervish’s nostrils flared, she jutted her jaw, and the flames went out. “You’ve entered a holy place,” she said to Maladox and Rhiannon. “Act like it.” Then she drove her rapier into its sheath and walked away.

Lithe Sable, dressed in black leather armor, joined Dervish, as did Cordney, Hellebore, and the burly one, Snow on the Mountain.

Chirrup finally ceased her song and said, “I’m taking Ircundus to a nest, where I’ll calm her until I’m sure she’s not a threat to the other dragons. You can visit her later if you like.”

“Very well,” Maladox said dumbly, still watching Dervish walk away.

But Chirrup hadn’t waited for a reply. She hopped into Ircundus’s saddle, took up the reins, and whistled a short, rising melody. Ircundus launched, and Maladox watched her go like he’d just given his only daughter to the druins.

Of the Seven, only Moth remained on the deck, the ruby in her nose ring sparkling in the bright sun. She smirked at Rhiannon. “Such a pretty little morsel.”

“Go on, Moth,” Yeriel said.

Moth looked Rhiannon up and down. “Such a pretty little morsel, indeed…” Then she jogged after the others, leaving Maladox and Rhiannon alone with Yeriel and the handsome eyrie hand.

“To the vault, Brelleg.”

It was only then that Rhiannon realized the handsome man was no hand at all, but a warden. He wore tooled leather armor and a mottled green cloak that seemed to shift its shades as Rhiannon stared at it.

Brelleg bowed. “Yes, my lady.” He marched toward a corner of the deck and started down a covered corkscrew stairway. Yeriel motioned Maladox to follow, which he did, albeit with a scowl on his face. Yeriel and Rhiannon followed him.

“To the vault, you said?” Rhiannon asked.

Yeriel nodded, her thick locks swaying like seaweed. “You have many questions. It will take days, even weeks to answer them all, but I guarantee this – every answer I give will, in one way or another, revolve around Faedryn.”

It took Rhiannon a moment to understand. “We’re going to see him?”

“You said you wanted to on the back of your onyx, didn’t you?”

Maladox glowered at the woman. Rhiannon tried to hide her surprise, and failed.

“Fear not,” Yeriel said with a laugh. “You were right. You do need to know what we’re fighting for, and better now than later.”

Brelleg led them ever downward. The people of Gonsalond came out to watch them from decks and walkways, or peered from inside their burrows. When they reached ground level, they entered a stairwell that led down into the earth and to a tunnel. Roots, large and small, comprised the tunnel walls at least as much as earth and stone. Clinging to the roots, thousands upon thousands of tiny, glowing mushrooms lit the way. Rhiannon felt like they were walking among stars. The roots changed from mottled brown to black, and they entered a rune-carved stone archway. Two wardens in leather armor stood at attention. They touched fists to their chests and bowed to Yeriel. “My lady…”

Beyond was a massive cavern, large enough, it seemed, to contain the whole of Thicket. More mushrooms clung to the walls, shedding a pale light. Stone slabs etched with arcane symbols covered the floor. High overhead, a man writhed in a cluster of black roots. Above him, more roots spread in a web so thick no stone or earth was visible beyond them. Staring at the writhing man, who was surely Faedryn, Rhiannon felt like she’d entered a perverse circus, a pavilion in the lowest realm of hell.

Brelleg remained near the arch as Yeriel led Rhiannon and Maladox to the center of the cavern. Rhiannon stared up and gawped at Faedryn. “Alra’s bright smile.”

Yeriel frowned. “We don’t invoke Alra’s name here.”

Maladox’s bushy eyebrows pressed together as he frowned. “You don’t believe in the goddess?”

Yeriel’s hair writhed, and her lilac lips pressed into a thin line. “Our fate is our own to decide, not Alra’s or anyone else’s.”

Rhiannon was barely listening. She continued to stare up at the trickster god wrapped in the Umbral Tree’s roots. He looked like a child being choked by its own swaddling. And his face, what little of it she could see through the roots, was covered in ritualistic scars. “Are those wards?” she asked, pointing.

“They are,” replied Yeriel. “They protected him once, but the magic of the Umbral Tree stripped that power from him long ago.”

Faedryn went still for a second, then kicked and writhed more wildly than before. His eyes, momentarily revealed, were closed.

“Is he…” Maladox squinted up into the gloom. “Is he dreamin’?”

“In a way, yes,” Yeriel replied. “The spell that binds him also lulls him, but that spell has slowly been failing. He wakes more often.” She traced the path of one of the larger roots with her finger. “He uses the citadels to manipulate people from afar. And his powers have only seemed to grow since the destruction of Ancris’s shrine.”

Rhiannon wasn’t in the city when it broke apart, but she’d heard countless stories of neighborhoods crumbling, a mountain breaking into pieces and floating into the sky, thousands of people falling to their deaths. “But Ancris is hundreds of miles away. How could the shrine’s destruction affect Faedryn?”

“Well, for one thing, Strages’ awakening has given Faedryn hope and renewed strength. But another reason, the more worrying of the two by far, is that the Umbral Tree is weakening. Combine the two and Faedryn has more freedom than he’s had in centuries.”

“Well, can’t you stop him?” Rhiannon asked. It seemed like a legitimate question.

“I can impede him, but it takes effort, constant effort, and even then, he finds ways around my spells.”

Maladox’s brow creased. “If you don’t mind my asking, why haven’t you just…” He ran his thumb across his throat.

Yeriel hid a smile behind her hand, then grew more serious. “You may have heard that a part of Alra resides in Faedryn still.”

“Nope,” Maladox said, then said to Rhiannon, “you?”

Rhiannon nodded. “I read something along those lines in the abbey library. When Faedryn killed Alra, he tried to devour her soul, but she was too holy, and he wasn’t able to consume her. Not all the way.” She gazed up at Faedryn, wondering if it was true. “They say part of her is in him still.”

“It’s true,” Yeriel said. “Centuries ago, we hoped to reawaken the goddess, but I grew convinced that could never happen, so we did try to kill him once. The trouble is” – she pointed at the roots again – “he’s practically a part of the Umbral Tree now. Wounding him wounds the tree. It weakens the magic that keeps Faedryn in check. He nearly escaped. So here he remains, until we find a way to raise Alra or kill him with certainty.”

“Well, if he’s messing about so much,” Maladox growled, “why don’t you cut him off from the maze? Take an axe to those roots?”

Yeriel shook her head. “Not everything can be solved on the edge of a blade. Cutting the roots would harm the Umbral Tree, possibly kill it, and that I cannot allow.”

“Cut the roots around the vyrd, then,” Rhiannon said, “or destroy the vyrd itself!”

“Ah, but Faedryn isn’t using the vyrd to reach the maze.” Yeriel circled Rhiannon and Maladox and spread her hands toward the floor. “He’s using the earth itself, the veins of indurium embedded within it.”

Rhiannon chewed the inside of her cheek then stopped. She was doing her best to not look frightened but it was getting harder by the moment. “There must be something we can do.”

“There is.” Yeriel stopped and faced Rhiannon. “Remain here. Let Moth guide you in the ways of magic. Let Sable teach you swordplay. In the meantime, Cordney will search for where your mother and the Red Knives have taken Strages. When we find him, you’ll join the Seven and bring him here. With his help, I may very well be able to kill Faedryn before he finds a way to break free.”

“Couldn’t we just get Strages’ shard?” Maladox asked.

The shard was a piece of the fabled Heartstone… It seemed like such a simple solution, and in some ways it was. Strages’ soul was bound to the glittering length of crystal, and those who knew how could control him through it, but it was very difficult to do so. Rhiannon knew. She’d once used Yeriel’s to force her away when she was coming for Rhiannon and her mother.

“No one knows where it is,” Yeriel told them, “but my wardens are searching for news. In the meantime, our primary hope lies with Strages. Make no mistake, he’s a tortured soul and we cannot trust him fully, but he is powerful and wise. He’s probably our only hope of dealing with Faedryn. Until then” – she pointed up at the knot of black roots – “we work to delay catastrophe.”

As if he’d heard, Faedryn twisted against the tangle of roots and roared like a trapped animal. He ripped an arm free and tore at the roots around his head and neck. The roots were thick but snapped like kindling. He had dark skin with many cuts and red abrasions. His hair had been reduced to a patchwork of black tufts. For all that, Rhiannon could see how handsome he might once have been.

“My lady, stand back!” Brelleg called.

Rhiannon heard him clomping fast toward them. She knew she should move but felt frozen in place. Faedryn’s eyes glittered like the firmament. He glared down at her, baring his teeth. A voice spoke inside her head, Who are you, child?

She was vaguely aware that Yeriel and Maladox were backing away.

Roots dropped down from the clump, fast, almost whiplike, toward her.

Rhiannon felt a hand grip her shoulder. Brelleg yanked her back and shoved her toward Maladox. He started drawing his sword, but the roots wrapped his neck and yanked him into the air like a trout from the Diamondflow. The sword fell from his fingers and clanged against the stone floor. He choked and wheezed and grasped at the roots.

Maladox gripped Rhiannon’s shoulders and pulled her toward the archway.

Yeriel raised her hands and twisted her fingers into arcane symbols. Her hands glowed yellow then searing white. She waved her arm and a blinding scythe of light slashed through the roots.

Brelleg fell hard on the rune-scribed stones and cried out in pain.

As the remains of the roots lifted and knotted up the trickster god once again, he seemed to be glaring directly down at Rhiannon, his eyes almost glowing. For a moment, she wanted to run away, not just from Faedryn and the Umbral Tree, but from all of Gonsalond. But Maladox was standing firm; she knew she had to as well. She rushed over to Brelleg and knelt down next to him. “Are you all right?”

His neck was red, scratched, and bleeding, like he’d been rescued from the gallows in the nick of time. He grimaced but nodded, and then the other two wardens arrived.

“Let them attend to him,” Yeriel said.

Rhiannon stood and backed away. The wardens helped Brelleg to his feet and led him slowly toward the arch.

“You see?” Yeriel said, nearly shouting. “This is why I need your help. This is why I must remain here while you help my Seven deal with your mother as they recover Strages. Can you do that for me? Can you help protect them?”

Faedryn writhed a moment longer, then went still, and perfect silence reigned.

Rhiannon took a deep breath. “Of course, my lady. I’ll do my best.”
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ONE: RHODRI

FIVE MONTHS LATER…

Rhodri Korrighan, a young ferryman of Skjalgard, stood on a hilltop in the port city’s vyrd, awaiting the ceremony that would raise him from an apprentice to a proper journeyman who could navigate the maze on his own and whisk passengers from one end of the Holt to the other. The pre-dawn sky was slate purple, the eastern horizon burnished gold. A cold wind numbed Rhodri’s ears and tugged at his kinky brown hair. He had the cocoa skin of his father’s family, descendants of the first Kin settlers in the Great Basin. It was normally a source of pride, but with pride came overconfidence – as Ferrymistress Yzolde was always telling him – so he set history aside and focused on the tall menhirs jutting up from the frosted grass, then the trampled snow beyond them. He felt grounded like that, so allowed his gaze to drift to the city’s winding streets and, in the far distance, the glittering waters of Lake Brindlemere.

Mistress Yzolde, bundled in a winter coat, scarf, and gloves, climbed the hill and reached the top. A dragon-barb hairpin skewered the peppery bun atop her head. She was thirty years Rhodri’s senior and a head taller. She knew the dangers and the wonders of the maze like few ferrymen ever did. She strode between two menhirs, paced toward Rhodri, stopped a few paces away, and stared at him with her unblinking ivory eyes. She nodded and Rhodri nodded back.

Through the same gap in the stones came a line of eleven men and women. They were mostly Yzolde’s age or older, but beyond that, not much united them save their ivory eyes. Like Yzolde, they were master ferrymen, there to bear witness to Rhodri’s accomplishments but also his vows. They spread in a circle, each stopping before a standing stone. Rhodri nodded to them in turn. Their presence was an honor – a great honor – but they made Rhodri feel inadequate. Who was he, after all, to stand among so many legends?

Yzolde cleared her throat and began, “Rhodri Korrighan, you’ve made your hundred crossings. You’ve proven your knowledge of the maze well and that you can ferry yourself and others between the vyrda. We commend you. But ferrying is no burden to be taken lightly. The day you underestimate the maze is the day you become lost. Do you recognize this?”

Rhodri was pretty sure he did. He had always had a healthy fear of the maze. Gods willing, he always would. “I do.”

Yzolde rooted around in her small leather purse and pulled out a shining silver clasp with eleven turquoise stones along its edge, spaced as the vyrd’s stones were. She held it up for all to see. “Do you promise to treat the maze with the respect it deserves?”

“I do.”

The clasp’s fine tracery, reminiscent of a spiderweb, glinted in the early morning sunlight. “Do you promise to put your passengers’ safety before your own?”

It was the final question before she gave him his title, and all the more sobering for it. “I do.”

“Then I name you a ferryman in your own right.” Smiling, Yzolde pinned the silver clasp to Rhodri’s leather jerkin and kissed his brow. “Go with my blessing.”

The ferrymen erupted into cheers. As they closed in and began clapping Rhodri on the back and shoulders, a dozen townsfolk approached the vyrd, some smiling, others frowning and tight-lipped. They were passengers come to travel by maze, and Rhodri would take five of them on his first crossing to Andalingr as a journeyman.

As most of the ferrymen left the vyrd, Yzolde squeezed Rhodri’s shoulder. “I’ll see you tonight.” She jutted her chin toward the Riverhearth Tavern. “You’ll buy me a beer and tell me about your first day, all right?”

Rhodri almost wished he was there now and the crossing was already complete. “Gladly, though a beer sounds like poor payment after all I’ve put you through.”

“Oh, one beer is just the start!” She shoved him toward the passengers. “Now get a move on.”

Yzolde left him to his work, and two of the master ferrymen began organizing the passengers into groups. While Rhodri took his passengers to Andalingr, another ferryman would head to Glaeyand, and the other to Hrindegaard. Owen and Delilah, a couple Rhodri had met at a festival once, ambled toward him.

“Andalingr?” Rhodri asked. They nodded, and he pointed to an area of trampled snow. “Stand here. We’ll be leaving shortly.” He collected their dragonbone coins and dropped them into the leather pouch at his belt.

Owen, a tall man who’d been a singer at the festival, eyed him suspiciously. “First trip to Andalingr?”

Rhodri forced a smile, trying to look confident. “I’ve made the journey many times.”

Owen’s eyes narrowed. “As a passenger?”

“As a ferryman.”

“A ferryman apprentice,” Owen said. When Rhodri tipped his head, Owen’s lips curled into a scowl. “Not going to get us lost, are you?”

Delilah slapped his arm. “Owen!”

“What?” Owen shrugged his broad shoulders. “It’s a fair question.”

“There’s no danger, I assure you,” Rhodri told them, “but if you wish, I’ll give you your tokens back and you can go another time.”

“No,” Delilah said, shaking her head. “We’re going to visit my mother. She’s sick.”

“I’m sorry to hear it.” Rhodri made Alra’s circle with two fingers. “May the goddess watch over her.”

Owen and Delilah stayed, and three more travelers joined them. After gathering his passengers close, lest they did become lost during the transit, Rhodri dug into his pouch and took out his lucerta, the glittering blue dragon scale of an indurium dragon. As reckoning neared with a burst of bright crimson in the sky, Rhodri placed the scale on his tongue. Then he closed his eyes and opened himself to the maze. As always, he felt a bit lightheaded as the intricate web began to glow in his mind’s eye. He also became aware of an odd susurrus, a whispering sound he had never heard before. It seemed to be coming from one of the passengers, but when he opened his eyes, no one was whispering or even looking at one another, so he pictured the vyrd in Andalingr and cast himself into the maze, and his passengers were drawn with him.

A crossing normally felt like drifting followed by a bit of a bump at the landing, but the bump didn’t happen when Rhodri expected it. The whispering grew stronger. Rhodri felt constricted, like he was suddenly bound by tight ropes. He didn’t understand it. Nothing like this had happened before. Something was definitely wrong, but he wasn’t sure what. He began to feel angry, almost furious, but at what, or who, he didn’t know.

“Rhodri, dear,” Delilah said, “are you all right?”

The whispering faded, and the rage subsided. He found himself curled in a ball on the snowy stones. When he opened his eyes, he saw distinctly taller menhirs, and towering citadel trees stood as far as the eye could see. Overhead, walkways and bridgeboughs cut at random angles, connecting tree to tree to tree. It was the vyrd in Andalingr, thank the gods! For a moment, he was afraid to speak. Something was happening to him. He’d never felt this way, constricted, bound, almost unable to move.

“Should we fetch a nun?” It was Delilah’s voice. Several other ferrymen and travelers had gathered around him.

One of the ferrymen, a fellow with a trim goatee and rosy cheeks named Jorah, approached. Rhodri felt afraid of him, but he didn’t know why. Jorah had never uttered a cross word to him.

“I’ll be fine,” Rhodri said, but he hadn’t intended to say anything. He definitely wasn’t fine. He tried to shake his head, but couldn’t. Instead he said, “I just need a moment,” but he hadn’t even thought of that. He needed more than a minute. He needed to figure out what in the great wild forest was going on.

Owen glared down at him; then he took his wife by the elbow and led her away. “I told you we should’ve waited.”

Jorah approached and extended a hand. “Bad crossing?”

“No,” Rhodri heard himself say, “I felt a bit ill this morning is all.”

“First time jitters,” Jorah told him, winking an ivory eye. “Happens to the best of us.”

“Are there second time jitters?” Rhodri said it, but he had no idea why. It was a silly question. He didn’t want to seem childish.

“I’m afraid so, yes. And third and fourth. For me, it’s never gone away completely.” He helped Rhodri up. “Food helps, though. Come on, we’ll get you squared away.”

Though he wasn’t the least bit hungry – the thought of eating made him even more nauseous – Rhodri followed Jorah up a set of winding stairs. Round and round they went up along the gargantuan trunk of the citadel. When they reached the second ringwalk, they followed a bridgebough across lower Andalingr to a bakery. Jorah ordered them cinnamon buns and pine milk. They sat at a table near the window and ate. Pans clattered in the kitchen. Patrons came and went; citizens walked along the deck outside, breath pluming. Between mouthfuls, Jorah regaled Rhodri with a tale of his first crossing. Rhodri ate a cinnamon bun, but though he usually liked cinnamon buns, he barely tasted it, and what he did taste was foul.

When Jorah had finished his food, he got up to leave. “Let the woman at the counter know how you’re doing and where you’ll be later. I’ll check up on you, all right?”

Rhodri nodded, and Jorah left.

Rhodri left shortly thereafter. He figured he should go back down to the vyrd, but instead found himself climbing the winding stairs to the upper reaches of Andalingr, the rich part of the tree city, and circling, from a distance, a sprawling estate built between four massive citadel trees. There was netting below the mansion, which meant that its owner was rich enough to prevent someone falling to their death. Rhodri had never been to the estate before and marveled at its impressive construction, but he couldn’t fathom why he was there, and seconds later, he found himself on its snow-covered deck, knocking on its gilded-oak front door.

A massive guard opened it. “Yes?”

“Ferryman Rhodri,” Rhodri said with a bow, “come with a message for Master Barrenstock.” He wasn’t entirely sure why he’d said that. Barrenstock was the owner of the largest distillery in Andalingr, well known in the Holt, and filthy rich, but Rhodri had never actually met him.

“Come back tomorrow,” said the bull of a guard.

“I would,” Rhodri replied, “but… my instructions from Imperator Lyndenfell” – instructions from the imperator? – “were quite clear. Her message must be delivered this morning.”

The guard’s eyes narrowed. “Willow Lyndenfell?”

Rhodri felt himself smile. “The very one.”

The guard glanced at Rhodri’s journeyman clasp and sniffed. “Wait here.” He closed the door. Thudding footsteps dwindled.

Rhodri couldn’t understand what was happening to him. Findron Barrenstock’s being involved was one thing. Willow Lyndenfell’s was quite another. She was the Holt’s acting imperator – acting because the empire’s quintarchs had refused for months to ratify her seat. Word was she was still in talks with them over what her rule might look like, and what it would mean for the empire. It was the talk of the tavern. The quintarchs were withholding full support, apparently unconvinced she would be able to deal with the growing threat of Llorn Bloodhaven and his Red Knives. In the meantime, Willow was trying to maintain the coalition she’d built of patricians – landowners, businessmen, and the like. She needed their continued support, at least until the negotiations with the quintarchs were complete. Mistress Yzolde, who followed politics closely, said Willow’s support had been slipping over the months since the death of Willow’s father, Marstan Lyndenfell, and was now shifting toward her brother, Kalden.

Rhodri felt something tighten around his neck. He checked the collar of his coat, but it was loose as always.

Then it occurred to Rhodri that he’d only been feeling this strange confusion and compulsion since he’d entered the maze at the vyrd. It felt like he was still in the maze. Maybe he could pull himself together if he left it.

Before he could work out how, the door opened and the guard appeared. “Arms up.” Rhodri lifted his arms, and the guard patted him down. “Turn around.” Rhodri did, and the guard patted his back. “All right, come with me.”

He stepped into the warm entry hall.

“Sorry about all that,” the guard said as they thudded down the hall in their heavy boots. “Can’t be too careful these days. Knives all about, stirring up trouble. Dracorae flying in and out on their bloody dragons, acting like they own the place. Everyone’s nervous.”

They weren’t nearly as nervous as Rhodri felt, not knowing what he might say or do next. “Think nothing of it,” he heard himself say.

The guard led them into a den. A barrel-chested man – Findron Barrenstock, Rhodri assumed – was sitting behind a desk along the right wall. He looked to be pushing fifty, had a cauliflower ear and a flat nose with not one but two distinct bends in it. He was bald, save for a band of red hair still clinging above his ears. Five liquor glasses were arrayed on the desk before him. To Rhodri’s left, a pair of sofas and a bearskin rug dominated a sitting area. Curtained windows and a leaded glass door looked out onto a deck and a view of the forest. Beside the door, a lively fire crackled in a potbellied stove. Next to the stove sat a wood cradle and a wrought iron stand with a poker, a pair of pincers, a shovel, and a soot-stained brush.

Findron seemed to be intently sketching one of the glasses in a sketchbook. Rhodri found himself staring at the iron poker, then at Barrenstock.

“Master Barrenstock,” the guard said.

Findron put one last flourish on the sketch, set the pencil aside, leaned back in his chair, and interlaced his fingers over his ample belly. “I swear, I’ll never get it right.”

The guard nodded. “Yes, Master Barrenstock.”

“Not, ‘Yes, Master Barrenstock,’ you fool. You’re supposed to tell me it’s nearly perfect!” He nodded and the guard slunk out of the room. “What’s this message, then?” he said to Rhodri.

“It’s from Imperator Lyndenfell.”

“I know that already.”

Rhodri wished he’d known that, or at least what he was about to say. “She wishes you to know that she took note of your meetings with her brother, Kalden.”

Findron’s eyes narrowed, and he grit his teeth. “I meet with a lot of people.”

“No doubt, but she’s concerned your support for her is wavering.” Rhodri was somewhat relieved that he’d at least heard the same rumor in the tavern.

Findron sneered. “If my support is wavering, it’s her own fault. She’s failed to sway the quintarchs to allow her to take her father’s seat. Must the Holt have a provisional imperator forever?”

“Willow is confident she’ll be able to convince the quintarchs to grant her the seat.” Rhodri had no idea how he knew that, but it seemed to make sense.

“Well, bully for her. I’m not, and it seems to me that Kalden has a better sense of horse trading. He says two quintarchs are already intending to vote for him. All he needs is one more.”

“If he has two votes already, it means he made promises. But what did he give up to get them?” Politics! Rhodri had no interest in them. He had barely been able to persuade Mistress Yzolde to let him advance to journeyman. Why was he arguing politics with the richest oligarch in the Holt? Rhodri found himself strolling toward the fireplace. “Too much, Willow reckons.”

“She’s worried over nothing. The quintarchs only want a presence in the Holt. Not a foothold. Not some preamble to invasion. It’s understandable after one of their capitals was blown up, no?”

Rhodri stopped near the fireplace and turned to face Findron. “Let the empire in and they’ll never leave.”

Findron shrugged. “Half my business is with the empire.”

“And you’re concerned about the contracts Kalden says he’ll be able to secure you.”

“Wouldn’t you be?”

“Perhaps, but Willow begs you not to be shortsighted. They could replace you with one of their own rum runners when that contract runs out. They could burn down your orchards if you displease them. The contracts you’re being offered won’t be worth the paper they’re written on.”

“I don’t see it that way.”

Rhodri paused. “Willow will match the terms Kalden is offering.” He hoped he was right. He’d never even talked to Willow.

Findron belly-laughed. “She’s losing more support by the day! She can’t promise anything.”

“She needs your vote, Master Barrenstock.” That much, at least, had to be true.

Findron picked up a gum eraser and erased some shading on the bottom of his sketch. “Well, she doesn’t have it.”

Rhodri spun around and picked up the poker. “You have a young daughter, don’t you?” Why did he say that? Rhodri tried to put the poker back, but his arm trembled and his hand gripped it tighter.

Findron’s bald pate turned red. Great furrows appeared on his brow. “The fuck did you just say?”

In the pregnant pause that followed, Rhodri knew he’d never make it out of there alive. Findron Barrenstock was famous for muscling out competition to his liquor business in thorough and bloody fashion. If even a third of the stories about the Brandy Wars were true, he was going to make Rhodri pay, slowly and with pleasure, and then he would kill him.

Rhodri tried to apologize, but loud, raucous laughter came out of his mouth. Then his throat constricted. He closed his eyes, and a vision of a vast black cavern flashed through his mind. He took a deep breath, opened his mouth, and waited to hear what would come out of it. “I hear she’s gone to Brevin for a few weeks with her mother.”

Findron stood and pointed at the poker in Rhodri’s hand. “I suggest you put that down, son, or you may find it stuck up somewhere you do not want it stuck.”

Rhodri tried to loosen his grip on the poker, but his forearm clenched and his fist wrapped itself around the handle tighter than before. He slowly paced toward Findron’s desk. “Willow would hate to see anything befall your lovely daughter, Priel.” He swung the poker at the liquor glasses, smashing them and sending glass shards flying across the room. “But the only way she can protect her is if she remains the imperator.”

Findron brushed glass off his vest. “Cavanaugh!” Then he opened a desk drawer and pulled out a bloody great carving knife.

Footfalls approached the door. The guard barreled into the room, sword drawn.

“You’re in the shit now, boyo,” Findron said as he rounded the desk.

Rhodri brandished the poker, hoping he wouldn’t be compelled to use it. He didn’t even care who became imperator. He swung the poker back and forth wildly, smashed an unlit lamp off a shelf, winced and closed his eyes. Again he saw the black cavern. Tangled black roots hung from its high ceiling. There was only one tree in the Holt that was black as empty space: the Umbral Tree, where Faedryn had been trapped since the Ruining. Alra’s bright smile, the trickster god had somehow caught him in a spell. Rhodri wished it wasn’t so, but the anger, the compulsion, the foul taste of the cinnamon bun, the constriction of his throat – nothing else made sense. But how to escape?

Rhodri swung the poker again, and Findron and Cavanaugh tried to move to flank him. Then he concentrated on the weight of his body, the hardness of the floor beneath his feet. He sensed the coldness of the poker in his right hand, the tug on his fingers as he swung it back and forth. He concentrated on the heat from the fire, the smell of cedar. He listened to the wheeze of Findron’s breath through his nostrils.

He heard a sudden, sharp intake of breath followed by an echoing bellow of rage and a high-pitched ringing in his ears. He felt suddenly dizzy.

Findron snatched the poker. Rhodri stumbled toward the door to the deck, hoping, praying, it wasn’t locked.

He turned the handle. The door opened. He burst onto the snow-covered deck and tripped.

“You can’t run!” Findron bellowed. “I’ll find you!”

Rhodri got up and ran toward the edge of the deck. Pain flared in his leg, but he didn’t slow down. Footsteps crunched through the snow behind him. Rhodri glanced over his shoulder. Cavanaugh was closing fast, sword raised above his head. Rhodri ran to the railing and flung himself over it.

He heard Cavanaugh’s sword thud into the railing as he plummeted. Down he went. His guts seemed to crawl up his throat. He struck the net, bounced twice, and made a mad scramble toward an attached citadel with a rope ladder hanging from it. He climbed down to the ringwalk and dashed toward the stairs. An alarm bell pealed through the forest.
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TWO: RYLAN

Rylan strode along a bridgebough, high in the tree city of Andalingr. A light snow fell, but the clouds were thin and the day was bright. The hood of Rylan’s green waistcoat was pulled low over his eyes. He was keeping a wary eye, partly for constables but more for Red Knives, especially the one named Vaughan. Vaughan was burly as a Deepwood boar and easy to spot with the scars that riddled his face, but Andalingr had no shortage of folk like Vaughan, who reported to Llorn Bloodhaven, so Rylan kept his eye out for anyone whose gaze lingered on him too long.

He stopped at a ringwalk and peered over the railing. Some forty feet below was Andalingr’s market, a broad platform hung between eight citadels. Stalls were jammed shoulder to shoulder, selling clothes, honey, flour, pine nuts, late-harvest vegetables, smoked meats, antiques, and more. Proper buildings, smoke curling upward from their chimneys, dominated the market’s edges. The afternoon crowd milled along the rows of stalls. The ruckus of barter and conversation was punctuated by hawkers calling out their wares and the occasional peal of children’s laughter. A man on stilts handed willow wreaths to the young ones.

Overhead, a dragon roared, and many of the market-goers stared up as a gleaming brass dragon launched from a nest in the nearby eyrie. It winged hard until it was above the canopy hundreds of feet overhead and flew toward the Vagabond River. Rylan returned his attention to the market and spotted Aunt Merida, in her brown habit and a white wimple, walking among the aisles. Behind her, two teenage boys in simpler brown habits and winter gloves and scarves were pulling a hand-drawn cart. Merida had raised Rylan until he was thirteen and was sent to Glaeyand to live with his real father, Marstan Lyndenfell. Since then, she’d become a sister of the Trinustine Abbey in Thicket, the village below Andalingr.

Aunt Merida and the two aspirants went into Kallister’s Fine Papers & Inks, leaving their cart just outside the door. Rylan climbed down a winding stairway to the market and leaned against the wall of an adjacent wine shop. A man with uneven shoulders and a floppy hat stared at him a little too long. Rylan was just about to leave and see if the man followed when a woman bustled past him and met up with the fellow. The two walked away, chatting, and Rylan breathed easier.

Some minutes later, Aunt Merida left the shop chatting with Kallister himself, a squat fellow with wiry black hair. The boys followed, each carrying an armload of bundles wrapped in burlap and twine. The boys placed the bundles into the cart, and Kallister went back inside. As Aunt Merida grabbed the cart handle, she spotted Rylan standing at the wine shop. She blinked, opened her mouth, then closed it again. She said something to the boys and pointed them to a produce stall, then she walked over to Rylan.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

He might’ve been stung had he not worked so hard to earn her mistrust. “I need to speak with you, but not here.”

Merida paused. “Then come to the abbey—”

“No. Can we meet by the river?”

Her eyes widened and she bit her lower lip. She’d had that same look when Uncle Beckett had told her that he’d be taking Rylan to teach him how to bond with a dragon, for which they could be burned if the authorities found out. “I’ll meet you at the inlet in an hour.”

She rejoined the boys, and they headed toward the lifts. Rylan stood there, feeling like a complete and utter ass for having come asking for favors, for putting her in danger, and, most of all, for having abandoned her after Uncle Beckett died.

*

An hour later, Rylan stood on a weathered, gray pier, staring out over a sliver of water half-choked with cattails. A layer of ice hugged the banks, though winter had only just arrived. Beyond the cattails, the choppy waters of the Vagabond drifted past. Behind Rylan, a low ridge topped with gorse hid the inlet from the village proper, which was half the reason Uncle Beckett had liked the spot so much. He’d taken Rylan there often to fish for perch and bass, or sometimes launch a canoe from the pier to fish for trout, bream, or bullhead in the river’s deeper waters.

Vedron, a viridian dragon and Rylan’s bondmate since he was thirteen, was hiding in the forest canopy about a mile downriver. Rylan closed his eyes and saw the world from her vantage. She lay across two thick boughs. Her wings twitched, her tail whipped back and forth, and her breath was unnaturally rapid, all symptoms of being close to a city. Rylan was nervous, too, but he had to talk to Aunt Merida. He probably should have done so months ago.

We’re almost done, girl, he told Vedron through their bond. Just a short word with Merida and we’ll fly back to our hiding spot, all right?

Vedron gurgled so long Rylan’s throat itched.

Yes, I know, but I mean it this time.

A minute or two later, Aunt Merida came through the gorse bushes. As she headed over the snow-covered grass toward him, Rylan walked to the foot of the pier, searching for the right words to begin their conversation. I’m so sorry I stopped coming to visit. I should have come more often. I know that now. But it was just too painful. The words sounded trite, meaningless, the excuses of an ungrateful son.

Before Rylan could speak, Aunt Merida swept him into a bear hug. It felt awkward at first – Rylan didn’t deserve that sort of love – but the longer she squeezed, the more he felt the warmth of the woman who’d devoted so much of her life to him.

Still holding him close, she spoke into his shoulder. “I’m not lying when I say I’m glad you’re alive, Rylan Holbrooke, but I should kill you for not having sent word.”

They both laughed for a moment, and she let go of him.

“I’m sorry about that,” he told her. “I was worried about drawing attention to you.”

She wiped a tear from her cheek. “That’s the excuse you’re going with?”

“It’s the truth!”

“Maybe, but it isn’t the whole truth, is it?” When Rylan said nothing, she continued, “The Knives aren’t going to harm me, if that’s what you’re worried about. Not after what I did for them.”

Aunt Merida had tended to Llorn’s niece Rhiannon at the Rookery. Merida likely thought Llorn was grateful for her help, and maybe he was, but she didn’t know the Red Knives like Rylan did.

“They’re a more fickle lot than you give them credit for,” he said.

“Well, I’m no longer with them. I’m back at the abbey. But I’ve heard rumors, Rylan.” A loon called from beyond the cattails. Aunt Merida looked out over the water, then back to Rylan. “The Knives are after you. They say you stole something from them.”

Rylan led her to the end of the pier, and they sat with their feet dangling above the rippling water. “I didn’t steal anything. I took a shard from the shrine in Ancris before they could. It’s a relic they want to use to control Strages.”

“It’s true, then? Strages has awakened?”

“And been taken by Llorn heavens know where.” Memories of the wild events played through Rylan’s mind. The city breaking apart. A powerful paragon wrapped in fraying bandages, writhing on a white stone floor. The glittering shard lying near his hand. Five months had passed but it felt like yesterday.

Aunt Merida swung her legs back and forth, childlike. “Do you still have it?”

For weeks after the Sundering, as Ancris’s destruction was now called, the location of the shard had been a mystery to everyone but Rylan. No one, as far as he knew, suspected him. He’d left Ancris as a trusted ally for helping to uncover the plot against the city, but several weeks after he returned to Glaeyand, he’d spotted people watching his burrow. Then Vaughan had bought Rylan a beer at The Broken Antler and started asking him questions about Ancris. When Vaughan asked if he had heard what happened to the shard, Rylan knew two things with instant clarity: that Vaughan was a Knife and that Llorn suspected Rylan had found the shard.

Llorn had been there, after all, when the shard fell over the edge of the floating island. He’d surely learned through his spies in Ancris that the empire didn’t have the shard. It had only been a matter of time before he suspected Rylan had found it somewhere in Ancris’s broken underbelly.

Vaughan likely wasn’t certain of it or he would’ve skipped the beer in favor of a sharp blade to Rylan’s throat, but he’d surely become convinced when Rylan had fled after their little talk.

“Yes, I still have it,” Rylan said to Merida, “but now I don’t know what to do with it.”

Aunt Merida was silent for a time, then she shook her head. “You’ve got the wyvern by the tail. Let go and it stings you. Hold on and it bites.”

“Maybe I should never have taken it, but the Knives can’t be trusted with it, and neither can the Church.”

“What about the quintarchs?”

“The only one I half trust is Lucran, but it would give the empire too much power. Nothing good can come of it.”

“Can’t you just hide it somewhere?”

“Maybe, but I’m worried Morraine might know how to search for it. Or, now that Strages is awake, he might.”

“It’s been five months. If either of them could have found it, they would have done so by now.”

“Maybe they’re still working out a spell. Point is, I have it, and I need to figure out what to do with it.”

Merida laughed, scaring up a bevy of pheasants from the bushes. “And you think I know?”

“You spent time with them. I thought you might know something about Strages or their plans for him.”

Aunt Merida tilted her head and stared at him. “Don’t be silly, Ry. I was a glorified nanny. Llorn Bloodhaven shared no plans with me.”

“All right, but you have ears, don’t you? You must’ve heard something. Even rumors could help me now.”

“Well, I’m sorry. I don’t know anything about the shard or Strages.” She paused and glanced around them. “Rumor is, though, Llorn is eyeing Andalingr.”

“For what?” Rylan asked, but then he understood. “Oh.” Llorn had to start his campaign to take the Holt somewhere, and Andalingr was as good a place as any.

“Oh is right,” Aunt Merida said with a sober look.

The Knives had been on the run since the Sundering, hiding from the empire in the deeper parts of the forest, some in the Deepwood Fens, others in the wildlands, but that would change if they gained control of Strages. Paragons were like armies unto themselves; command even one, and the empire would be in serious trouble.

“You left a rather important person off your list,” Aunt Merida said.

“Who? Willow?”

“Who else? Seems to me the Imperator of the Holt could help, no?”

“Maybe, but she’s not the imperator. Not really.” Four formal votes had been held since Llorn had killed Marstan Lyndenfell. Each time, the Holt’s patricians voted to give Marstan’s seat to Willow, but the quintarchs had refused to ratify their choice, either because they were hoping to gain more concessions from Willow or, failing that, force the Holt to put someone forth they’d have more control over.

“All right,” Merida said, “but she’s the acting imperator. And the quintarchs will come around eventually. Quintarch Lucran already has, from what I hear. How long before she bribes two more? Giving her the shard would help her secure the seat, and that would give you more control over what happens next, so long as you play your cards right.”

“I thought of that, but what if their vote requires her handing over the shard?”

Merida clutched Rylan’s arm. “Don’t give her that option, Rylan. You have to trust someone. It’s either that or run for the imperator’s seat yourself.”

Rylan barked a laugh. “Yes, I’m sure the quintarchs would much rather have a dragonrider turned thief than the heir to Marstan’s throne.”

Aunt Merida smiled, but it faded quickly. “Can I be honest?”

“Yes…” he said, even though he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear what she was going to say.

“You’re not so dumb that you haven’t considered reaching out to Willow, and you’ve told me you think she’s not only shrewd but smart. Of all the unpleasant options before you, speaking to her seems the least odious. So why haven’t you?”

“Because the moment I hand over that shard – the moment I so much as tell her about it – I have nothing. I lose control.”

“That may happen anyway. Willow has power, even if it’s temporary. She could use it to protect us.”

“True, but she might not.”

Aunt Merida rubbed his back like she used to in his tiny room after Uncle Beckett dressed him down for staying out too late or neglecting his chores. “You’re afraid, and I don’t blame you, but fear makes us small, Rylan. Trust dispels fear. It knits us, makes us greater than we are on our own. And it starts with trusting yourself. Go to Glaeyand. Talk to Willow. Then listen to what your heart and your mind tell you.”

Rylan knew she was right. He’d probably waited too long already. Every day, he risked someone finding him and taking the shard by force. Rylan knew it would be better if he left, but there was something that had been nagging at him for years, and if he didn’t ask while he had the chance, when would he? “I’ve been wondering something.”

“Yes?”

“Did Marstan choose you and Uncle Beckett to raise me?”

Aunt Merida frowned. “You know I don’t like talking about that.”

“I know, but I deserve the truth.”

She remained stubbornly silent. He’d asked often about who his real parents were when he was young, and she’d flat out refused to tell him, forcing him to go on treks to collect herbs for her each time he did until he stopped asking. He knew now she’d refused, at least in part, because he was Marstan Lyndenfell’s bastard. Marstan might have demanded her silence as part of the stipend he sent them to help raise Rylan. But there was more to it than that, surely. After she’d welcomed him into her home with open arms, his questions about where he’d really come from had likely wounded her pride.

After a moment, she took a deep breath and said, “As far as I know, Bashira made the arrangements. She was the one who saw to our monthly stipend as well.” Her eyes narrowed. “Is that really what you wanted to know?”

“I only wondered…” Gods, he felt like he was slapping her in the face. “Do you know who my real mother was?”

“I told you a thousand times, I don’t know.”

“I know what you said, but that was when I was young. I thought you were just trying to protect me.”

“Well, I wasn’t. A boy has a right to know. I would’ve told you before had I known.”

Rylan nodded. “All right.” They stood up and he hugged her. “Thank you. For the talk… For everything… And I’m sorry I didn’t come to visit.”

Rylan stopped at the feeling of his skin crawling. It was an echo from Vedron, who’d grown suddenly wary. He broke his embrace and peered toward the river.

“What is it?” Aunt Merida asked.

“Get back to the abbey.”

“What? Why?”

“Just do it, Aunt Merida.” He sprinted off the pier and along the edge of the water. “Now!”

“Rylan,” Merida called, “if you’re in trouble—”

He stopped. “Just go! I’ll send word when I can.”

She nodded and rushed away.

Rylan called Vedron to him as he pounded toward the swamp. He felt her readying to drop from her bough, but then she paused and swiveled her head toward the gray waters of the Vagabond. Through her eyes Rylan saw an enormous auburn dragon streaking through the trees beyond the opposite bank.

Rylan stopped in his tracks and stared out over the water. The auburn broke the trees and soared low over the water, its powerful wings lifting spray from the chop. It was headed straight toward him.


[image: ]

THREE: RYLAN

Rylan dashed toward the swamp, hoping to put as much distance between himself and the auburn as he could. He caught a brief flash of Vedron dropping from the treetops and sprinted between two towering citadels, stumbling over a stretch of uneven ground before ducking into a thicket of dogwood. Breathing hard, he peered through the branches. The auburn, saddled but with no rider, flew low over the water. Its tail whipped the waves with energetic lashes.

Through their bond, Rylan bade Vedron to meet him near a blood maple where the citadels thinned. He bolted from the thicket but hadn’t taken two strides when Vaughan stepped out from behind a leaning cypress. He wore his usual leather leggings and a black coat, and held a nicked longsword. The scars on his cheeks and forehead looked like the twisted, thorny branches of a briar.

“You’re a long way from The Broken Antler,” Vaughan said.

Rylan staggered to a stop. “Could say the same for you.”

Vaughan stopped several paces away, his breath pluming white on the breeze. “First you run from Tallow like a scared little puppy. Now you’re running from Andalingr. I’m surprised” – he pointed his sword vaguely toward the Trinustine Abbey – “given your aunt is so close. Sure you don’t want to pay her a visit? I’ll go with you.” He sketched a mocking bow. “As a courtesy.”

“Merida’s no concern of yours.”

“I beg to differ. You made her my concern.”

“I’m warning you, Vaughan. Keep her out of this. She was sick, is all. I came to pay her a visit.”

The auburn swooped down and landed by the cypress tree behind Vaughan. The beast was so massive Rylan felt its landing through the earth. Snow fell from the cypress and nearby bushes and pattered against the ground, the branches swayed and settled, and the auburn fixed its glittering gold stare on Rylan. It spread the frills alongside its head and roared.

Vedron, considerably smaller than the auburn, swept overhead, landed behind Rylan, and thrashed the dogwood bushes with her tail.

The auburn snaked its head back and forth, hissed, and slammed its tail against the trunk of the cypress so hard bark and wood flew from the point of impact.

“Your dragon seems angry,” Rylan said. “I could calm her if you’d like.”

“Naw,” Vaughan replied, “she hates dragon singers.” He glanced at Vedron. “Pipsqueak viridians, too.”

Vedron’s panic was making Rylan jumpy. He tried to soothe her, but Vedron was having none of it. She roared a high-pitched challenge, and Rylan knew, if they stayed there, the two dragons would fight whether their bondmates wanted it or not.

“Afraid I have to go.” Rylan took a step back toward Vedron. “I’m late for an appointment.”

The auburn rumbled, and Vaughan sneered, twisting his scars. “Fine. Give me the shard and you’re free to go.”

Rylan could practically feel the pull of the shard hidden in the padding of Vedron’s saddle. He hadn’t felt right about hiding it anywhere else and still felt like leaving it in any one place for too long would draw attention.

“I’m fresh out, as it happens.” He took another step back and gathered Vedron’s reins.

“You give it to your precious aunt?” Vaughan asked with a laugh.

“I told you. She’s sick. That’s the only reason I’m here.”

Vaughan hawked and spat. “You’re being unreasonable, Holbrooke. What’s the shard mean to you anyway?”

Rylan thought about continuing to lie, but Vaughan clearly knew the truth, and Rylan wanted to get him thinking about anything besides Aunt Merida. “It isn’t about me. It’s about the Holt.”

“Llorn is the Holt now,” Vaughan spat. “The Red Knives are the Holt.”

“Llorn’s a pretend king traipsing about the woods until the empire finally puts a few arrows in him.”

“That’d make you right happy, wouldn’t it, seeing Llorn fall?”

“No, actually, but that’s what happens when you whack a hornet’s nest with a stick.”

The auburn struck the cypress again, harder this time. More bark flew, and what few leaves remained on it fluttered down behind Vaughan.

Vaughan glanced back, then glared at Rylan. “That’s why we need the shard.”

“Well, you’re not getting it.” Rylan rooted around in his pouch and took out the dark green lucerta he’d collected from Vedron a few weeks before. He placed it on his tongue and pressed it to the roof of his mouth. The familiar, burnt-sap-and-copper taste filled his mouth. The lucerta would throw off the effects of the auburn’s strength-sapping breath should it attack. It made him feel strong, too, almost invulnerable. Vedron had a natural resistance to dragon breath. If Vaughan wanted to capture Rylan, he’d have to fight him, which he might not want to do given Vedron’s acid spray.

“Before you slink off like a bottom-feeding river eel,” Vaughan said, “you should know Llorn told me to use any means necessary to get the shard for him” – he raised his sword and pointed toward the abbey again – “anything but your precious aunt.”

Vedron lowered her chest to the ground, and Rylan climbed up on her back. “Good, because you’d regret it if you did.”

“We’re at war, Holbrooke, so let me make this clear for you. I don’t give a fuck what Llorn said about your aunt. I’m either going to bring him the shard or her bloody, severed head. Your choice.”

The auburn lowered its ponderous head and gurgled. Then it craned its neck awkwardly. Vaughan must have been keeping the beast reined in.

Rylan had cocked things up in coming to Andalingr. Cocked them up real good. Vaughan was serious, and Aunt Merida was going to be the one to pay unless Rylan did something about it. “If it means so much to you, fine. Meet me back in Tallow in two days, and I’ll give you the shard.”

“Why? So you can hide your auntie away?” Vaughan shook his head. “Naw, we get it now or I fly to the abbey.”

The auburn blew a red mist from its nostrils and flicked its tongue out. Vedron screeched, and the auburn reared up and beat its wings. Rylan felt small around such beasts, and Vaughan, standing so close to his auburn, looked no bigger than a mouse.

Vaughan turned toward his bondmate. “Down, Stiogha!”

When Stiogha didn’t heel, Rylan knew what was coming. The auburn shot a cloud of red gas from her open mouth. Rylan sucked in a lungful of clean air and held it. Vedron spat a stream of acid. Stiogha twisted her head away, and the acid struck the side of her neck. Her scales hissed and smoked as the green liquid bubbled down her neck and pattered on the snowy ground. Then the red mist enveloped Rylan, and he lost sight of Vaughan and his dragon.

Fly, Vedron, fly!

Rylan gripped the saddle horn as Vedron swept her wings and launched. She faltered, and her wingtips scored the soft earth, then they slowly rose into the air. Though resistant to the auburn’s breath, Vedron was not immune, and neither was Rylan. As Vedron flew out of the cloud and headed for the deeper swamp, Rylan’s eyes grew heavy. He felt like he’d downed a vial of henbane tonic. He glanced back and through bleary eyes saw Vaughan clambering up the auburn’s harness toward the saddle. Rylan’s arms began to quaver. He found it difficult to grip the saddle with his legs. The padded restraints did much to keep him in place, but even so, he began listing to his right.

Vedron dipped and swerved, and Rylan was able to shift to a more balanced position. He pressed the lucerta harder against the roof of his mouth with his tongue and felt his strength returning.

Ahead and to his left was the swamp; to his right, high grasses and ice-covered pools. The Vagabond stretched ahead in the distance. Stiogha roared. The auburn was gaining on them. Through the magic of her breath, she would have consumed what strength she’d taken from Rylan and Vedron. Rylan needed time for Vedron to throw off the effects.

“There,” he said, using their bond to show her a citadel near the river’s edge.

Vedron veered toward it, caught the trunk with the talons of one wing, and spun around so the massive trunk partially hid them from the auburn. Rylan reached into a saddlebag and took out a paper packet the size of a plum. Stiogha flew ever closer. When he could see the whites of the dragon’s vengeful eyes, he crushed the glass inside. When he heard it sizzle, he flung the packet at the oncoming auburn.

It flew through the air, trailing white gas like a streamer, struck Stiogha’s neck, and burst into a cloud of white smoke. But Stiogha’s beating wings immediately cleared the noxious smoke. She hovered in mid-air and bellowed. Vaughan, bow in hand, drew an arrow back, aimed it at Vedron.

“Move!” Rylan yelled.

The arrow streaked through the chill air. Vedron shifted around the tree like a bat, but the arrow sunk into her right leg.

Vedron roared and lost her hold on the citadel. They tumbled down thirty feet or more; then she righted herself and arced away from the citadel. Stiogha streaked toward them.

Vedron could no longer flee – she knew that as well as Rylan – so she pretended to flag and headed toward a clutch of cypress trees. A memory of Rylan and Vedron playing above the Diamondflow flashed through Rylan’s mind. In it, he leaped from her back and dove into the water.

“I understand, girl.”

Vedron swept down toward the Vagabond and rolled in mid-air. Rylan let go of the saddle, flipped, and plummeted down, crashed through the ice feet first and plunged into the freezing water. His legs sunk into the muddy river bed. He jerked and twisted and finally freed himself, losing a boot in the process, and kicked toward the surface.

He rose through the hole he’d made in the ice, gasping for breath. Vedron landed in the cypress stand. Stiogha approached her, and Vedron stole between the tree trunks. Stiogha’s head shot forward. Her teeth closed with a great clack, and Vedron squirmed away, just out of reach.

Vaughan held tight to his saddle, but seemed to be barely holding on. He whistled two sharp notes, and Stiogha steadied herself on the trunks of two cypress.

Vedron darted out from behind a citadel, whipped her spade-shaped tail end up, and sliced Stiogha’s belly.

Stiogha squealed so loud Rylan’s ears rang. The auburn threw her head back and breathed a thick, red plume, but Vedron launched herself away from the cypress, spread her jaws, and sprayed a stream of acid onto Stiogha’s deep, bloody wound.

Stiogha wheezed, flapped her wings, and flew higher. A white mist puffed from the long red gash in her belly. Her flesh began melting and bubbling, ichor dripping down in a trail against the ice. She thrashed violently and sent Vaughan spinning through the air, arms and legs flailing. He fell on a clump of pampas grass near the edge of the river and lay still. Stiogha stiffened and plummeted into the Vagabond with a pluming splash.

Rylan swam to the bank. He fought the thin ice, clawed the snow-covered grass, and pulled himself up. When he looked back, Stiogha was churning in the icy water. Then she slowed and stopped, and the current pushed her downriver.

Shivering uncontrollably and missing one boot, Rylan headed awkwardly toward Vaughan, who lay still in the grass, breathing loud through clenched teeth. Vedron crept over, too. Vaughan reached for his knife, but Rylan knelt down and grabbed his wrist.

“This isn’t over,” Vaughan growled. “I’m going to find your cunt of a mother and cut her open.” He tried to grab his knife again, but he had no strength left. “I’m going to pour acid down her throat and watch her die.”

“No” – Rylan drew his own dagger from his belt – “you’re not.”

The anguish Vaughan felt was no doubt exacerbated by the death of his bonded dragon, but Rylan didn’t care. The chance that Vaughan would follow through on his threat was too high. Rylan gripped his dagger tight, raised it above his head, and plunged it into Vaughan’s chest. Vaughan’s eyes went wide. He coughed and spat blood into the air. Then his head fell to the side and he stopped breathing.

Rylan pulled out his knife, wiped it clean on Vaughan’s coat, and scanned the swamp. The threats against him and Aunt Merida would only escalate when Llorn learned of Vaughan’s death. Rylan knew what he had to do.

He needed allies and he needed them soon, while he still had the shard. He was tempted to talk to Lorelei – she was smart and had powerful friends – but he’d betrayed her by stealing the shard from Ancris and lying to her face about it.

No, he needed someone else. It was time to talk to Willow. He slipped off his remaining boot, tugged off Vaughan’s, and pulled them on. Then he climbed into Vedron’s saddle and flew toward Glaeyand.
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FOUR: LORELEI

Lorelei sat with Creed in a wood-paneled room with a rich red carpet. Both wore their official uniforms: white swallowtail coats, crisp shirts, black pants and boots. They’d hung their tricorn hats and sword belts near the entry door to Lorelei’s right. To her left were three empty chairs and the door to the reeve’s office, carved with a trout jumping above the surface of a river. Behind a desk, the reeve’s hollow-cheeked aide, an elder gentleman who sniffed a lot, was scritch-scratching in a ledger.

A bell tinkled from beyond the office door; the aide looked up from his ledger and sniffed. “The reeve will see you now.”

Lorelei nodded, then she and Creed stood and walked into the reeve’s office, which smelled stale. On the opposite wall, a boar’s head was mounted on a lacquered slab of oak. On the adjacent wall was a plaque with an impressive rack of antlers. Mounted below the antlers was a bow and a single arrow. As Creed closed the door, Lorelei noted dust on them all.

Reeve Bardon was sitting behind a broad desk with two empty chairs in front of it. A stout man with a brown beard hanging halfway down his blue doublet, he wore brass rings and bracelets and a collar festooned with rubies and sapphires. The style would be a bit ostentatious in the marble halls of the imperial cities, but in the Holt, it was common for reeves.

Behind Reeve Bardon, a bank of windows looked out on the chock-a-block buildings of Skjalgard. Beyond the port city stretched Lake Brindlemere, a glittering swath of blue and green. On the desk was a stained leather blotter, an inkwell and quill, a brass figurine of a wolf, and the writ Lorelei had brought from Quintarch Lucran, a demand, under authority of the Covenant, for the reeve to grant Lorelei and Creed leeway and resources to search for Kressa Brightvale, a bit of a legend in the area who might be able to shed light on the mysterious passages Lorelei had found in the Book of the Holt.

“Skjalgard welcomes you,” the reeve said, waving to the empty chairs. “How was your trip from Ancris?”

Lorelei and Creed sat.

“I thought it was fine,” Lorelei told him. “My fellow inquisitor might disagree.”

“Oh?” Reeve Bardon shifted his gaze to Creed.

Creed – tall, handsome, and ruggedly built – crossed one leg over the other and smoothed the fabric of his pants. “I’m not fond of dragonflight.”

“Ah.” The reeve leaned back in his chair. “Never been fond of it myself. Like riding down a mountain without a sled.”

Creed elbowed Lorelei gently. “You see?”

“No, I don’t see. Flying is glorious.”

Before they left Ancris, Lorelei and Creed had received a tip from their superior, Praefectus Damika. Knowing Bardon’s attitude toward dragonflight, she’d advised Creed to share his own misgivings. Lorelei had had her doubts about opening with something controversial, but the reeve smiled and his shoulders seemed to relax.

“Remind me sometime,” the reeve said, “to tell you about the time I fell in the lake. Meanwhile” – he tapped the writ – “I understand the two of you are looking to speak to Kressa Brightvale.”

“That’s right,” Lorelei said. “Do you know where we can find her?”

The reeve pursed his lips. “The quintarch didn’t say why you hoped to speak to her. Indeed, he didn’t say much of anything beyond ordering me to give you whatever you might need.”

“Please forgive the terseness of His Highness’s note. He thought it best we explain in more detail when we arrived.”

The reeve nodded, but his brow furrowed deeply. “So explain.”

Lorelei said, “We hope Kressa Brightvale can shed some light on a rather sensitive subject.”

“Which is?”

“It’s to do with the Sundering. We think she might know something about it.”

Reeve Bardon seemed to chew on that a moment. “Kressa’s a witch, you know.”

Witches and warlocks were wielders of magic, but a different breed from druins and shepherds. Instead of using auris or umbris powder, they consumed certain plants and the parts of animals that were rich in aura or umbra. Their own bodies became storehouses of power, and many feared them because of it, especially the Church. It had led to centuries of distrust and persecution, which, in turn, led to the Red Knives seeking them out and sheltering them, if only to keep the empire from getting something it wanted.

“We’re aware,” Lorelei said, “but our visit has nothing to do with that.” Kressa had known Rygmora Bloodhaven, the mother of Llorn and Morraine Bloodhaven and the woman who’d penned the Book of the Holt. Lorelei hoped she would know more about the rituals Rygmora used to coax visions from the trees, but Rygmora’s very name was like a brand, likely to enflame emotions with its mere utterance. Lorelei and Creed had agreed not to share their true purpose if it could be avoided. “We only want to ask her a few questions.”

“What makes you think Kressa knows the first thing about the eruption in Ancris?”

“We can’t go into more detail,” Creed said.

“You’ll have to if you want my blessing. Is it to do with the Red Knives?”

“Naturally,” Creed allowed.

“How specifically?” the reeve asked.

“That’s confi—”

The reeve slammed his hand on the desk. “The two of you are from the mountains. You have no idea what it’s been like in the Holt since Ancris’s destruction.”

“The quintarch—”

“Your quintarch doesn’t know, either.” He tapped the leather blotter with a ruby-ringed finger. “When the Knives find out you were here, they’ll want to know why two inquisitors are poking around. I want to know before they find out. I demand it, for Skjalgard’s sake. So you’ll do me that courtesy or I’ll send you back to Ancris” – he glared at Creed – “on the dragon you love riding so much.”

By the order of the Covenant, the reeve was supposed to accede to Lucran’s dictum, but it wouldn’t be the first time an official had bucked the system. If Reeve Bardon refused to help them, Lorelei could appeal to Willow Lyndenfell, the Holt’s acting imperator, but that would take time, a resource they were preciously low on already.

“As I’m sure you know,” Lorelei continued, “the eruption in Ancris awakened the paragon Strages. Llorn wanted to wake him so he could use him. So, apparently, did our ex-illustra, Azariah. We need to know how they plan to use him.”

“Everyone knows that,” the reeve snarled. “Through the Heartstone shard.”

“Yes, but how does it work? What’s the nature of the shard? Why does an artifact, apparently made by Alra herself, control her paragons?”

Reeve Bardon looked at Lorelei then Creed and back. “The Church doesn’t know?”

Lorelei had to be careful. The Church was extremely powerful, even in the Holt. She couldn’t let on that neither she nor Creed trusted them. “The Church’s histories are… incomplete on this particular subject.”

Bardon shrugged. “If you say so, but how would Kressa know more than they do?”

“She probably doesn’t, but she might know how to learn more.” Lorelei was hesitant to share anything else, but she was getting the impression Bardon wasn’t going to budge until she gave him something substantial. “We have good reason to believe she knew Rygmora Bloodhaven.”

Reeve Bardon’s head jerked back. “Rygmora Bloodhaven.”

Lorelei nodded. “We’ve come into possession of some of her writings—”

“The Book of the Holt,” Bardon said, gaping at her.

“Indeed. One passage mentions Kressa by name. She apparently helped Rygmora for a time. She might have a copy of the book. If we could find the ritual that allowed Rygmora to receive visions from the trees, we might use it to find out more about Strages and the Heartstone.”

Reeve Bardon went perfectly still. “Does the Church know about this?”

Lorelei thought about lying, but she suspected he’d already guessed the truth, so she shook her head. “The quintarch felt it best to keep our purpose close to the vest for the time being.”

“This goes beyond Strages. You know that, don’t you? You’re touching on Yeriel’s domain.”

“I know, but we need the truth. We’re worried that what happened in Ancris is part of a larger plan, part of a plot to free Faedryn.”

Reeve Bardon seemed confused. “You’re saying Llorn wants that?”

“No. I’m saying Faedryn himself is pulling strings to make it happen.”

“You know what will happen if Yeriel finds out? She’ll think I’m in league with them.” He pointed to the boar’s head mounted on the wall. “She’ll send her Seven to make a trophy of my head.”

“You’d rather remain in the dark? You’d rather leave Skjalgard unprotected as Faedryn’s plot unfolds?”

“He’s imprisoned. Yeriel watches over him, as she has for centuries. Faedryn cannot escape.”

“I’m not convinced of that, and you shouldn’t be either. Don’t you want to do all you can to protect your people?”

Reeve Bardon turned and looked out the windows – not toward the city, it seemed to Lorelei, but toward the tall, finger-like hills beyond the lake. When he turned back to Lorelei, he seemed more troubled than angry. “I want to know everything you learn from Kressa. You’ll share that with me or you can go beg Willow Lyndenfell to force my hand.”

Lorelei had no idea what he’d seen in those hills, but she was glad he had. “That’s fair enough.”

Reeve Bardon leaned forward and put his elbows on his desk. “Kressa left Skjalgard more than a decade ago. She lives in the Deepwood and hasn’t come to Skjalgard in years as far as I’m aware. But her granddaughter, Yzolde, is a ferrywoman. I’ll arrange for a constable to take you to her.”

Lorelei and Creed thanked the reeve and were given back to the sniffing aide. In short order, a bowlegged constable in drab uniform was leading them along the slushy, winding streets of Piccary Hill toward Skjalgard’s vyrd on a hill near the city center. Beside it was Riverhearth Tavern, a homely, squat, leaning, gray-planked building with a porch, a smithy, stables, and a warped roof.

“Yzolde keeps a room here,” the constable told them as they walked along the gravel path. “If she’s not here, they’ll know where to find her.”

Creed chuckled. “She likes ferrying so much she sleeps right next to the vyrd?”

“Yzolde? Naw. She’s got her own house in the forest, but it’s a half-day’s ride away. She arranges her ferryin’ schedule in bunches, stays here while doing it, then heads home for a week or two.”

They found her in the tavern’s main room with three men in their forties and a petite woman with long blonde hair, sitting at a table with earthenware mugs before them. Each had the ivory eyes of a ferryman. Lorelei was no stranger to such folk, but it was still eerie seeing five of them staring back at her.

Yzolde, a fit woman in her late forties, had dark brown hair wrapped in a bun and stuck through with a pair of dragon-barb pins. As the constable spoke, she glared hard at Lorelei and Creed. Lorelei wasn’t sure if it was distrust or confusion.

“These folks’d like to speak to you privately,” the constable said. Yzolde nodded, got up, and accompanied the constable, Lorelei, and Creed to the porch outside, at which point, the constable said, “They’re here about your grandmother.”

“Yes,” Lorelei said. “We’d like to ask her a few questions.”

Yzolde’s eyes widened. “I’m afraid there’s been a misunderstanding. My grandmother’s dead.”
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FIVE: LORELEI

Lorelei’s hopes came crashing down. “Dead?”

“I’m afraid so,” Yzolde said. “Her farmhouse caught fire. She was trapped in the blaze.”

“Gods, I’m so sorry.” Lorelei meant it, but she was also disappointed. Even if Kressa wasn’t able to help directly, Lorelei had hoped she might have a copy of Rygmora’s book, or know where one was, but both possibilities now seemed lost.

“The fire,” Creed said, “was it an accident?”

“Apparently,” Yzolde said. “Why did you want to speak to her?”

Lorelei struggled for what to say. She didn’t want to reveal too much, but there was a slim possibility Yzolde might know some of the information she’d hoped to get from Kressa. A young couple, arm in arm, passed them by on the way to the tavern’s entrance. Lorelei waited until the door creaked shut, then asked, “Do you know much about your grandmother’s friendship with Rygmora Bloodhaven?”

Yzolde’s eyes narrowed, and she looked Creed and Lorelei up and down. “What’s this about?”

“We were hoping your grandmother knew something about the Book of the Holt.”

Yzolde laughed. “This again?”

“Um… What?”

“My grandma was pestered for years after Rygmora died, by inquisitors, constables, the Church’s bloody shepherds. One time, a contingent of your bloody senators came and forced her to sit through a tribunal. Then a page someone was certain came from the Book of the Holt turned up. Wrong. Then the Knives used some ritual Rygmora had found, and my grandmother had to suffer through more questions, more harassment. It was always one thing after another. It got so bad, she left Skjalgard and went to live alone in the fucking woods!”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Lorelei said, “but this is important.”

“It’s always important, isn’t it?”

Lorelei lowered her voice. “We have reason to believe the Holt is in danger, perhaps from Faedryn himself.”

Yzolde threw her head back and laughed again. “Faedryn, is it?”

“Laugh all you wish,” Creed said, “but it’s the truth. Lorelei traversed the maze. She sensed him.”

Yzolde stopped laughing and gaped at Lorelei. “You traversed the maze?”

Lorelei felt like she’d been caught stealing a pie from Yzolde’s windowsill. “I was with Bothymus, an indurium dragon. He helped me. My point is, Faedryn has been manipulating people from afar. He did it to the illustrae, and now we’re worried he’s doing it to more people. We’re hoping to learn how he does it and maybe put a stop to it.”

Yzolde paused and stared at them for a second. “Let me put your fears to rest. My grandmother knew Rygmora, but Rygmora didn’t tell her anything. My grandmother didn’t want to know. She was afraid, goddess rest her soul. She only wanted to live in peace.” Lorelei wanted to ask about the book, but Yzolde bulled onward. “And before you ask, no, she doesn’t have a copy of the book, nor does she know where one is. As far as she knew, as far as I know, they were all burned.”

The glimmer of hope Lorelei had been harboring winked out. What in the hells were she and Creed going to do now? “I’m sorry to bother you.”

“Yes, well, I’ve got a beer going flat. Are we done here?”

Lorelei nodded, and Creed said, “We’re sorry for your loss.”

Yzolde, jaw jutting, spun on her heel and walked back into the tavern.

Lorelei shivered and rubbed the cold from her arms. “I could use a drink myself.”

Creed nodded. “I know a place.” He led them down the hill toward the docks.

They entered The Golden Galley, a long, narrow pub that smelled of tabbaq smoke, and hung their coats and tricorns on pegs near the door. As Creed went to the bar to order them drinks, Lorelei made for a table at the back, doing her best to ignore the stares of three men smoking pipes at a high table. She reached the lower table, put her hand on the back of one of the chairs, and took a deep breath to calm herself. She’d been to Skjalgard once, but it had been a quick visit to chase down a lead. The old river port was still new to her, and, as much as she tried to fight it, the unfamiliarity was putting her nerves on edge. She was tempted to tell Creed to forget the drinks, but she really did want to sit down with him, have a drink, and process Kressa’s death and what it meant for their mission in the Holt, so she stifled her nerves and sat.

Being in a pub again reminded her of Rylan. She wished he was with her. She wished she knew where he was, for that matter. He’d broken off contact months ago, stopped answering her letters, too, and when she went to his burrow in Glaeyand, there was no one there. It looked like he hadn’t been there for some time. She’d vowed to look for him when she could, but her research and the mission to Skjalgard had kept her busy ever since.

One of the pipe smokers, a man with beady eyes and pork chop sideburns, turned toward her and started to get up from his stool, but Creed, returning with two glasses of deep red wine, passed by his table and stopped him.

“My partner’s busy,” Creed said, and the man turned away. Creed brought the wine over to Lorelei and sat. “Here” – he slid a glass of wine toward her – “try this.”

Lorelei pointed to the row upon row of beer kegs stacked behind the bar. “When there’s so much beer to choose from?”

“When you have a chance to drink some of the finest wine ever made, you take it.” Creed raised his glass. “It’s from Olgasus.”

“They sell Olgasan wine in Ancris, as I recall.”

“Sure, at ten times the price.”

Lorelei sipped from her glass. It tasted of black pepper, currants, a hint of toffee. “Oh my.” She took another sip. The finish was long and left traces of dried roses and raked underbrush. Divine. “Be careful, Creed. Too much more of this and you might become cultured.”

Creed belched.

“Touché.” She took a longer sip and imagined distant, hillside vineyards. It calmed her, and she set her glass down with a soft clink. “I feel like I’ve been punched in the gut.”

“I know. But we’re here. Maybe we can find someone else who knew Rygmora.”

Lorelei leaned back in her chair, crossed her arms over her chest, and shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Tell me what the passage said again?”

The historian Kellen, Lorelei’s first partner in the inquisitors before he retired, had given Lorelei a copy of the Book of the Holt. She’d left it in Ancris for safekeeping, but she didn’t need it to recite any of its passages. She could quote them all from memory. “The passage that mentioned Kressa spoke of the ritual Rygmora used to enter the trees, as she called it. She was worried she’d become lost and wanted someone there to wake her.”

“You mentioned something about a bramble?”

“Yes. They apparently went to one to perform the ritual.”

“Why a bramble, though?”

Lorelei shrugged. “No clue. It’s what I hoped to talk to Kressa about.”

“Briarmount Abbey is just up the hill. We could speak to their druins, search through their library.”

“Are you saying you want to read, Creed Vintario?”

Creed laughed. “You read fast enough for the both of us. I’ll stick to the talking bit.”

“And the beer sampling?”

“Liquor makes for loose lips, my dearest friend, Lorelei.”

Lorelei knew it was true. It had worked countless times in Ancris, from seedy taverns to feasting halls to private meals in the palace. “All right. We’ll try.” She had little hope it would amount to anything. Even if someone could help, they’d likely be too scared to do so.

Creed stared into his wine. “Remember when we were heading back to Glaeyand before the eruption? You used the maze with Bothymus. When we reached the next vyrd, you were disoriented.”

“How could I forget?” Lorelei could still feel the roots tightening around her neck, choking her. They’d just visited the Red Knives’ hideout, their Rookery, and learned that Morraine had linked one vyrd to another, the beginnings of a tunnel of sorts that had led to the cataclysmic eruption in Ancris. She’d been convinced she’d gotten a glimpse of Faedryn, struggling in his prison.

“You told me about the maze,” Creed said. “You said it was like a web. Other people say it’s like vines spread across the forest, or a vast network of interconnected roots.”

“Yeah, so?”

“Well, a bramble is like all those things. Do you think Rygmora was talking about the maze? Maybe that’s how she entered the trees.”

“I’ve no way of knowing.” Lorelei spun her glass idly and wondered what it must have been like for Rygmora. How much had she seen in her relatively short life? How much could she have seen had she lived? She might have been able to shed light on everything that was happening now, from Strages to Yeriel to Faedryn himself. “Gods, I hope the druins can help…”

A short fellow in a winter vest and tweed cap entered the pub. He looked around, stopped on seeing Lorelei and Creed, and made a beeline toward them.

“We’ve got company,” Lorelei said.

Creed looked over his shoulder and stood as the man approached. “Help you?”

The fellow had a moon-shaped face, rosy cheeks, and a bulbous nose, and his vest, shirt, and linen trousers were rumpled and stained in spots. Creed towered a head and a half above him.

He took off his old tweed cap and raked what little remained of his hair into place. “You the inquisitors from Ancris?”

“What’s it to you?” Creed asked.

“Name’s Drummond,” the fellow said with a bow. He motioned to the table. “Mind if I sit?”

“I do, yes,” Creed said. “What do you want?”

“Are all inquisitors so cranky?” He glanced at the pipe smokers behind him. They’d launched into a lively game of tines. Then he said quietly, “I’m here to help. You’re looking for Kressa, aren’t you?”

“We were,” Lorelei said, “but Kressa’s dead.”

“No,” the man said with a smile. “She’s alive, and I can help you find her.”

Lorelei chuckled. “We have it on good authority Kressa is very much dead.”

“Yzolde told you that, yes?”

Lorelei hadn’t thought to doubt Mistress Yzolde. Why would she lie? “She would know, wouldn’t she?”

Drummond waggled his head. “Yzolde has, let’s say, a vested interest in hiding the truth. Now, may I sit? My ankles hurt.”

Lorelei nodded to Creed, and Creed made space for another chair. Drummond scraped one from an adjacent table, spun it around, and sat; then he whistled to the bartender, and held up three fingers. “One more round” – he leaned toward Lorelei and winked – “on me, never fear.”

A server brought them fresh drinks, and Drummond took a sip from his glass. “A fine choice, my imperial friends!”

“We don’t have all day,” Creed said. “You can start by telling us how you found out about our conversation with Yzolde.”

Drummond touched the side of his nose. “Oh, Drummond has his ways.”

Creed bristled, and Lorelei put a hand on his wrist. “My partner is convinced you’re here to scam us. I’m halfway there myself. You’d better start convincing us otherwise.”

“I’d feel the same in your shoes, believe me, but I’m telling you the truth. Yzolde, you see, is a dutiful granddaughter, protective of her dear old meemaw. And Kressa is a… private sort of individual. Always has been. You can imagine how much she hated it when people started poking around Skjalgard, asking her about the past. It went on for years after Rygmora’s death. She got sick of it. So sick of it, she and Yzolde made up this story about her dying in the fire.”

“How would you know?” Creed growled.

“Because I saw Kressa, alive and well, just this past summer.”

Creed didn’t seem to be buying it. “Just like that? You were out for a walk and she danced past you?”

“No, not ‘just like that’. I took what you might call a little holiday from city life. I’d heard about an old druin’s place, a cave that led to the underroot. The old fellow died some years back in a brawl right here in Skjalgard. He liked to gamble, see, and—”

“The cave?” Lorelei prompted.

“Right, the cave…” Drummond cleared his throat. “It seemed the perfect spot for Old Drummond to relax for a spell. It was supposed to be at the base of the hill beyond Fallen Deer Creek. I’m not one to lose my way in a forest, as you’ll soon learn, but every time I tried to approach that hill, I found myself… confused, further away from where I started.” Drummond paused.

“Sounds like the veil,” Creed said.

Lorelei was thinking the same thing. The veil hid the fabled city of Gonsalond and was said to act much the same way Drummond described it.

Drummond touched the side of his nose again. “Precisely like that, master, though this spell was a good ways less powerful. I tried to find that cave again and again, until I realized someone was trying to hide it from me. But I’m a bloodhound, see? Nothing, and I mean nothing, will keep me from a person, place, or thing once I set my mind to it. All I need are the right components, not to mention the right incentives.” He winked at Lorelei. “Once I knew what was going on, I found that cave quick as you please, and, lo and behold, there was old Kressa.”

“She was living in the cave?”

Drummond nodded. “Had the same idea as me, apparently.”

“Is she there still?”

Drummond took a swig of his wine. “No. I made my apologies and left, and went to a hunting lodge for my… holiday, but I stopped by the cave on my way back to Skjalgard, and it was empty. But I’m quite sure I can find her again, for the right price.”

“What? Coin?”

“Coin, yes, to cover my expenses, but I’m also looking for what you might call a clean slate. The reeve, you see, is a wee bit displeased with me. If I help you, I’d ask you to see that my transgression – a very minor one, I assure you – is forgiven.”

Creed snorted. “What’s ‘very minor’? Murder?”

Drummond slapped a hand on his heart and pouted his lips. “I’m no murderer. I merely found something that seemed… insufficiently appreciated in Skjalgard and arranged for new ownership.”

“You’re a thief, then,” Creed said. “You stole from the reeve.”

Drummond rolled his eyes. “Thief is such a harsh label. I was in a tight spot, and the reeve has all sorts of things he hardly ever looks at in his second house. I offered to pay him back – soon as I had the coin, that is – but he declined in rather rude fashion, said he’d put me on a barge, make me work as a slave until I paid him back. But you two… You know the reeve. You’re here on official business from the quintarch, no less. Seems you might have some pull with our city’s leader.”

“We hardly know the man,” Creed said, “but a finder’s fee isn’t out of the question. We pay ten stags in Ancris for this sort of information.”

“Ten stags?” Drummond cackled. “That’ll hardly buy me an eel stew down by the docks!” He glugged the last of his wine and set the glass down with a clack. “Tell you what. Ten indurium scepters and a good word with the reeve, and you have me.”

Creed barked a laugh. “We’re inquisitors, not senators. I barely make ten scepters in six months.”

“Twenty crowns,” Lorelei said, “after you find her. And I promise to put that good word in if all goes well.” The money was a fifth of what Drummond had asked for.

Drummond pursed his lips. “Fair enough.”

He held out his hand, and Lorelei shook it.
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SIX: MORRAINE

Under cover of night, Morraine Bloodhaven lugged a brass basin with clawed feet up a grassy hill among the citadels. Dragon master Ayasha carried an earthenware jug beside her. The dark sun was high, casting violet light on the snowy landscape, and clouds gathered in the northern sky, barely visible through the towering trees.

Morraine’s peppery hair was held in check by a tooled leather circlet. She wore a thin wool dress, a brown cloak, and simple boots. She would have been freezing while living, but Morraine was dead, a draugr, and her skin was numb whether it was summer or winter. The cold made her joints feel like they’d been replaced with glass shards, though, and it didn’t seem to matter if she was bundled up or not. She’d never been all that vain, but she hated teetering along like an old crone. The pain was made worse by the emptiness in her gut, a gnawing hunger that had been part of her from the moment she’d been raised from the dead. It was especially strong since nearly two weeks had passed since she’d properly feasted, but that would change if all went according to plan over the next hour.

Ayasha, a stark woman with prominent cheekbones, long brown braided hair, and blue tattoos on her neck, was with child, Morraine had recently learned, but it was early yet, and her bump didn’t show through her studded leather armor. A battered cutlass hung by her side, and a crossbow and war horn clunked softly on her back as she walked. She would soon be a mother, but to Morraine, she was still the hardened warrior and dragon tamer she’d known for decades.

As they trudged onward, they heard Strages moan in the forest behind them. He was starting to wake despite the sleeping spell Morraine had cast only an hour ago. The outpost Llorn had chosen to attack was far enough away that the soldiers likely wouldn’t hear him, but Morraine knew his moans would soon grow louder. They had to move fast.

When they reached the top of the hill, Morraine led Ayasha to a patch of snowy grass. Ayasha trudged forward, stomped the tall stalks down in a circle, then stepped aside. Morraine’s knees burned as she knelt and set the basin down. She adjusted it so it was level, then Ayasha pulled the cork from the jug and poured water into it. Ayasha’s movements left faint blue afterimages. They were a symptom of Morraine’s deepening hunger, echoes of Ayasha’s soul, which was more vibrant now that she was pregnant. It was a lure, begging Morraine to feast. She wouldn’t, but her ability to deny those urges was weakening.

“That’s enough,” Morraine said, louder than she’d meant to. “Stand back.”

“Yes, my lady.” Ayasha thumped the cork home with the heel of her hand, and stepped away.

Strages moaned again, and Morraine grimaced. “Further. Move faster!”

Ayasha staggered back, nearly tripped, then rushed to the base of the hill. She was a hard woman, Ayasha. She never flinched no matter what Llorn asked her to do, but she’d been unprepared to deal with Morraine’s particular needs. Morraine could hardly blame her for it, nor the other Knives who kept their distance from her, but it made for a lonely existence.

Strages fell silent, thank the ancients. Morraine gathered herself, stared into the basin, and chanted, “Sgàthan cian, sgàthan cian…” She dipped a finger into the water, ran it around the rim three times, and struck the rim with her fingernail.

The basin, now a looking glass Morraine could control at will, rang like a gong. Morraine’s third eye took flight. She soared through the trees to a rutted road some two miles distant, to an outpost, little more than a wooden palisade, a barracks, a commander’s house, and an eyrie big enough to house three, maybe four dragons. Atop the watchtower was a guardhouse, and in it a flickering orange light.

A curious patch of darkness moved along the ground toward the watchtower, part of the magic a Red Knife name Karn used to mask his approach toward the outpost. Karn was old but spry, and he was using an onyx lucerta, which allowed him to gather darkness like a cloak and slip unseen in Nox’s dim light. Even watching it from afar through a spell, Morraine felt an urge to look elsewhere. She ignored it.

Morraine lost sight of him momentarily, but then she saw the darkness deepen below the watchtower, climb up the rough timber palisade, and slip over the top. Then it rose up the ladder to the guardhouse on the watchtower.

Morraine waved her hands and swept her viewpoint closer to the guardhouse. The narrow door opened, and the splotch of darkness surged toward a guard in scale armor huddled near a small stove. The darkness suddenly vanished, and Karn slipped his arm around the guard’s neck. The guard tried to cry out but merely croaked, thumped his boots on the floorboards, and went slack.

Morraine drew her vision back to the hill. “Now,” she cried.

Ayasha lifted the dragon horn to her lips and blew a long, sonorous note. Morraine peered through the looking glass.

Two cobalt dragons were soaring through the trees toward the fort, their scales muted beneath the dark sun, making them more purple than blue. A sinuous amber dragon and a brute of an auburn trailed behind them. All four dragons had riders.

As the dragons descended toward the outpost, a gangly fellow in chainmail exited the latrine near the barracks. He looked up, shouted an alarm, and sprinted toward the commander’s quarters on the outpost’s far side. A dozen soldiers, most half-dressed, others in boiled leather breastplates or chainmail, spilled out of the barracks into the muddy yard. The cobalts landed and breathed a pale blue cloud over the soldiers. The soldiers went still, weapons held loosely in their hands.

The eyrie doors flew open, and a bronze dragon in the entryway roared. A dracora scrabbled into the bronze’s saddle, and the gleaming dragon lumbered from the eyrie, but it had hardly reared up and swept its wings before the amber swept over it and sprayed it with slaver. The bronze breathed flames in an arc, bathing the fort’s shadowy interior in orange light. The amber veered and flew past the walls of the fort. The bronze swept its wings again and finally managed to take flight, but the slaver solidified with loud cracking sounds. The bronze’s wings slowed, and dragon and rider plummeted toward a snowy field some hundred yards beyond the outpost.

The bronze struck the ground hard, screeching and throwing its head from side to side, sending snow flying in all directions. The amber descended toward it. The bronze belched flame, igniting the grass and snow, but the amber dropped down on it, pinned its head with its wing, forcing the flames away, then raked the bronze’s back with its rear talons. The bronze bellowed and struggled mightily, but the amber clamped its jaws around the bronze’s neck, tearing its flesh and scales and spraying blood on the snow. The bronze went still. The amber flung a hunk of the bronze’s flesh on the snowy grass, reared its head, and blasted a warbling shriek at the night sky.

Dozens of Red Knives, men and women with swords or longbows, rushed from the tree line toward the outpost.

Morraine returned to the grassy hill. “It’s done,” she called down to Ayasha.

Ayasha ran up the hill and helped Morraine to her feet, then she dumped the water from the basin, and the two of them headed back downhill toward the trees. Morraine’s joints ached terribly, which made for slow going, but there was nothing for it – moving any faster was too painful.

Their horses were tied to a prison wagon with a stout, reinforced, rune-inscribed compartment at the rear where Strages was being held. Sister Dereka, a powerful druin in a brown habit, with a shaved head covered in blue tattoos, waited in the driver’s box. Morraine had allowed her to etch the runes on the locked compartment to mollify Llorn. Wards of protection would mean nothing if Strages awoke. He was a paragon and commanded power unlike any living soul since the time of the Ruining.

Would that I had such power, Morraine mused, instead of having to eat souls like some carrion feeder.

Once again, she considered leaving Llorn and their shared mission to rule the Holt and heading to the Deepwood to live out her remaining days alone. What kept her from doing so was that she didn’t know if she would die. She might simply live in misery until the end of days, never satisfying the hunger that had become an inseparable part of her life. And besides, she still wanted to see the Holt freed and the empire driven back to the mountains or beyond.

Morraine and Ayasha mounted the horses and headed toward the outpost. Sister Dereka followed in the wagon. Morraine started her mare at a trot, but the bouncing hurt her hips and her spine so badly she forced it back to a walk. A thudding sound came from the wagon, then a boom. She glanced back. The entire wagon was rocking, but it eventually settled and nothing similar happened before they made it to the outpost.

Soldiers were bound and gagged in the eyrie, and a train of eight horse-led wagons were approaching from the east. Llorn hoped to use the outpost as his headquarters for the next week or so, but given how hotly the empire was scouring the Holt for Strages, they’d be lucky to remain so for long. However long it lasted, Morraine would be grateful. She needed a respite from the running. They all did.

Ayasha continued toward her husband, one-handed Raef, who was leading his amber dragon, the one that had killed the bronze, toward the open eyrie doors. Llorn, the King of the Wood, stood near Fraoch, his fearsome cobalt, in the center of the outpost’s courtyard. Llorn’s long black hair was bound into a tail. Blotchy marks stood out on his broad cheeks in the unlight, a sign of how much time he spent in Nox’s harmful light. He led Fraoch toward the eyrie. “Go on, girl. Get some rest. We’ve more flying to do later.”

Fraoch huffed like a winded horse. She pounded the ground with her tail, sending dirt and ice flying. She swept the air with her horns and shook her head, rattling the barbs on her neck, but when Llorn stood his ground and glared at her, she huffed one last time, lowered her head, and followed Raef’s amber into the eyrie.

Llorn approached Morraine and took her horse’s reins. “Some news came.”

“Of the good variety, I hope.” Morraine gritted her teeth against the pain in her back as Llorn helped her down from the saddle. “I’ve had enough of the other sort to last me a lifetime.”

“It’s about the shard. We’re nearly certain Rylan Holbrooke has it.”

Morraine had to fight to stand upright. All she wanted to do was feast, then curl into a ball and sleep. “I thought we knew that already.”

“We suspected. But Vaughan was found dead in a swamp near Andalingr, and Stiogha was found on the bank of the Vagabond not far away with acid wounds on her belly.”

“Holbrooke killed them?”

“Apparently.”

Morraine could hardly believe it. “I didn’t peg him for a killer.”

Llorn shrugged. “He’s a coward at heart, but his viridian is vicious.”

At the eyrie entryway, Raef’s amber snapped its jaws at Fraoch, and the cobalt grumbled and roared. Then the two rubbed heads and quieted. The left side of Fraoch’s head was lighter blue from the acid burn Vedron had given her during a tussle in Glaeyand months ago.

Morraine said, “Didn’t you tell Vaughan to approach Holbrooke with an offer, nothing more, and report back?”

“I did,” Llorn told her. “Apparently, it didn’t go as planned.”

“I told you not to trust Vaughan. The man’s a hothead.”

“Was… And you’re right, but I couldn’t give it to Raef. He’d have killed Rylan on sight no matter what I told him.”

“So send someone else. Even Ayasha would have been better.”

“Ayasha’s with child, and in case you haven’t noticed” – the doors to the eyrie burst open, and two Red Knives in leather armor dragged a soldier in rusty chain mail into the courtyard – “our ranks are filled with far more warriors than peacemakers.”

The men came to a stop and forced the soldier to his knees.

“What’s done is done,” Morraine said. “How do you plan to get the shard from Holbrooke?”

“My source in Valdavyn says he’s set up a meeting with Willow. We’ll invite ourselves to it, find out why Rylan wanted to meet with her, and get the shard, one way or another.”

Another long moan came from the wagon. It rocked and creaked, and went still.

Morraine glanced at it, then said, “We need the shard, Llorn. I can’t keep him in check forever.”

“You think I don’t know?”

“He’s going to escape soon no matter what I do.”

“We’ll get the shard.”

“I hope so.” Morraine looked over the hapless soldier. “Now leave me to it.”

Llorn eyed the soldier, opened his mouth to speak, then seemed to think better of it and walked away.

“Please, my lady,” the soldier said as the Red Knives dragged him toward Morraine. “I have gold. It’s hidden, but—” Strages moaned, deep and guttural. The soldier peered over at the wagon, then looked back at Morraine. “It’s yours if you let me go!”

The Red Knives could use the gold. They really could. But Morraine had to stay alive. “Shhhh…”

“Have mercy.” The soldier was shaking so hard his reddened cheeks jiggled. “I’ve led a good life. I deserve to walk in the Fields of Déu. I’m no friend of the empire!”

Morraine lifted a hand and made a grasping motion. Drawing a soul from its physical form, so difficult in the early days of her raising, had become second nature, as easy as ripping a rotting canvas from its frame.

The soldier’s eyes went wide. His mouth opened, and a thin tendril of blue light emerged from between his lips. Like wool being spun, the blue thread twisted and tightened as it extended to Morraine’s open mouth. The man’s soul would sustain her for a week or two, maybe less depending on how much Strages fought her. She knew the aches in her joints would return in mere days, but for now the pain ebbed and her gnawing hunger faded. She stood up straight, one hand on her belly, fully aware she was watching the final moments of this man’s life. He was a soldier of the Holt, not the empire, but the Holt had been bowing to the empire for so long it hardly mattered. The man’s life was but a small payment owed for the centuries of misery the empire had heaped on the world. At last the glowing blue thread thinned to nothing, and the soldier went limp. The Knives let him fall face first onto the ground. Morraine tilted her head back and basked in the light of the dark sun.

The guards dragged the soldier’s body away.

Sister Dereka accompanied Morraine to the back of the wagon. The sister spoke words of power, undoing the containment spell she’d cast on the wagon. Then she unlocked the door, lowered the wooden stairs, and Morraine climbed into the cabin.

Strages was chained to the floor. The hood of the druin’s habit they’d dressed him in had fallen from his head and was bunched around his neck. The backs of his hands and forearms were riddled with scars, ancient torture, perhaps. His scalp was mottled with burn scars. His eyelids were sunken and sewn together. His nose was a gruesome pair of pink cavities.

Morraine sat on the compartment’s bench. Strages moaned, revealing a ruin of teeth and a writhing tongue. He began to thrash. He was dreaming of Faedryn; Morraine knew from her past visits to him. She placed one hand on his forehead, the other on his heart. She closed her eyes, and with the power she’d taken from the soldier, she saw Strages chained to a wall and Faedryn whipping him. Faedryn shouted at Strages, but Morraine couldn’t make out what he was saying.

Faedryn stopped, tossed the scourge on the floor, and drew a gleaming knife from his belt. “I give you one last chance,” the trickster god said, pressing the blade’s keen edge under Strages’ nose.

Knowing how violent Strages had become when Faedryn cut off his nose, Morraine coaxed Strages to dream of a woman with dark skin, long black hair, and beautiful brown eyes, a recurring figure from his quieter dreams – a past love, Morraine guessed.

Suddenly, Strages and the woman were in an arboretum in a city of stone. Pink petals from cherry trees floated on the wind as people walked along gravel paths or across green grass. Strages, his wrists not yet scarred, held the woman’s hand as they walked toward a stone-lined pond.

“Yes,” Morraine said softly, “dream of your love.”

Like easing a raft into gentle waters, Morraine let Strages go and returned to the prison wagon. Strages lay still. Morraine stared at him, wondering how many more days they could continue like this. She’d always known Strages would be a dual-edged sword. She just hadn’t counted on losing his bloody shard the moment they’d stolen him away from Ancris. Their luck had to turn soon. They’d find Rylan and force him to give up the shard. Then finally they could be about their business. Wielding Strages’ power, they’d take Andalingr, or maybe Skjalgard, and neither the imperator nor the quintarchs nor their legions of dragons would be able to stop them.

She stepped down from the wagon. Sister Dereka was staring up at the citadels.

“What?” Morraine asked.

“I thought I saw something.” The sister pointed to a particular tree. “There.”

Morraine looked but saw nothing, but doing so reminded her of when Yeriel’s dragons had appeared as if out of nowhere and attacked her, Llorn, and their group at the vyrd in the Torchlands. “Set the wards,” she said, “quickly.”

Sister Dereka left the outpost on horseback. Morraine continued to peer at the trees.
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SEVEN: RHIANNON

Rhiannon advanced and swung her waster at Sable’s head. Sable parried the blade, her long black hair whipping around her face from beneath her helmet, and thrust her practice sword at Rhiannon’s chest. Rhiannon skipped back, dodging the blow.

They were practicing on the edge of the eyrie’s staging deck, high up in Gonsalond. Most of the dragons were either sleeping or off hunting their next meal, leaving the broad deck vacant. Rhiannon’s shoulders were burning, and she was breathing hard. She knew she couldn’t keep up with Sable much longer. She looked for openings, but found few, and when she tried to exploit them, Sable would block her and attack with discomfiting ease.

Rhiannon advanced and swung hard at Sable’s chest, but Sable ducked and spun away. Rhiannon, overzealous in her swing, stumbled. She knew what was about to happen and tried to recover, but Sable slammed her waster into Rhiannon’s padded steel helm. Rhiannon staggered and collapsed to the deck like a sack of neeps.

“How many times do I have to tell you?” Maladox roared. “Lower your stance!”

Rhiannon threw off her mask and looked up at Maladox on the thick bough that led to Ircundus’s nest. In her nest at the end of the bough, Ircundus was feasting on a doe, her black scales glittering in the bright sun. She tore off a haunch with her massive teeth and crunched down on it.

Sable seemed barely winded. She took off her mask and shook out her lustrous black ponytail. She had a fierce beauty, like the black foxes that roamed this part of the forest. She extended a hand down to Rhiannon and pulled her up. “So?”

“So what?”

Sable looked up at Maladox, who was making his way down the spiral stairs toward the deck. “He gave you some advice.”

Maladox walked onto the deck, smiling, and leaned against the railing.

“It’s hard enough having one swordmistress,” Rhiannon said. “Two is maddening.”

“Battle is maddening,” Sable told her. “You should listen to good advice when you hear it.”

“She’s right, you know.” Maladox adjusted the lay of his braided beard down his buckskin shirt. “About both things.”

Rhiannon jabbed a finger at Sable. “You’re supposed to be teaching me, not him.”

“You grouse as much as that bloody great onyx.” Sable backed away, pulled her mask on, and held her sword at the ready. “Maybe we should give you a nest instead of a burrow. Then the two of you can grouse at one another until your throats go raw.”

Ircundus trilled and swung her head down, tendons dangling from her teeth. She blinked her bright yellow eyes at Sable, then Rhiannon.

“Don’t you start, too,” Rhiannon said. She picked up her mask and took her place across from Sable.

“This is the one,” Maladox said. “I feel it inside you.”

Rhiannon pulled her mask on. “Shut up.” In all her time sparring, she’d yet to take a single point from Sable.

They saluted and approached each other. Rhiannon readied her shield, swung, back-swung, then tried to use a move she’d seen Sable use the day before – bring her waster in an upward arc to catch her off guard. Sable knocked her sword away.

Rhiannon’s shoulders were already burning again. Her stupid waster felt twice as heavy as it did when they’d started the training session, and she could hardly lift her shield. She missed with a swing Sable surely saw coming a mile away, and Sable hammered her shield, forcing Rhiannon to retreat. They locked swords again, and Sable lowered a shoulder and slammed into her. Rhiannon staggered back.

Sable rolled her eyes and backed away, giving Rhiannon time to recover. Then she advanced again and swung hard for Rhiannon’s head. Rhiannon lowered her stance and blocked it. Sable tried to pin her against the railing. They locked blades again, and Sable shoved her harder toward the railing. But Rhiannon managed not to slam into it.

Sable backed away and took off her mask. “Better.”

Rhiannon ripped off her mask as well. “Thank the goddess we’re done.” She immediately cringed.

Maladox shook his head. “Oh come now, Rhiannon.”

Sable stopped on her way to the equipment storage burrow. “We don’t say that here.”

“I know.” Rhiannon meant no offense, but she had to stop doing that. “I keep forgetting. I’m sorry.”

Sable opened the door to the burrow. “Last I heard, they still give switchings to unruly children at the Trinustine Abbey. Is that what it’s going to take for the lesson to sink in?”

Rhiannon was annoyed at being likened to a bratty newcomer to the abbey, but she supposed she’d earned it. “No. That was the last time, I promise.”

Sable frowned, but held the door open for Rhiannon. Then a keening call came from the upper forest. Ircundus made a similar call, and an ivory dragon with a rider swept down from the canopy and landed on the deck. The ivory wasn’t nearly as big as Ircundus; even so, its sudden presence made Rhiannon feel like she’d shrunk to the size of a kitten. It had a crown of white horns jutting out from its broad head. It lashed its tail as it lowered itself onto its wing joints, stared up at Ircundus, and roared. Ircundus merely blinked and went back to her doe.

Cordney, a hard woman with blonde hair and a deep, crescent-shaped scar on her right cheek, slid down from the ivory’s saddle. Sable and Rhiannon put away their gear in the burrow. When they returned to the deck, the ivory was flying up toward an open nest, and Cordney was heading to meet them. Two days earlier in the palace, Rhiannon had overheard Cordney talking with Chirrup about a scouting mission she was going on. Llorn was on the move again, and Yeriel had asked Cordney to find where he and his Knives were headed.

“So,” Rhiannon said, “did you find them?”

Cordney glowered, puckering the scar on her cheek. “Mind your own business.”

Rhiannon wasn’t surprised by Cordney’s refusal to speak of it, but it was still annoying. Llorn was Rhiannon’s uncle. Morraine was her mother. She had a right to know. But Cordney, like the rest of the Seven, didn’t see it that way, and Rhiannon knew why: Yeriel and the Seven still didn’t trust her.

Cordney led Sable to the far side of the deck, and the two of them began a hushed conversation. Beyond them, far in the distance, the palace hung like an oriole’s nest between seven great citadels. Closer, about halfway between the palace and the eyrie, the Umbral Tree stood like an impossibly tall menhir made of obsidian.

Maladox approached Rhiannon. “You think she found ’em?”

“Don’t know,” Rhiannon said, “but I hope so.”

“I suppose I do, too.”

“You suppose?”

Maladox stared down at her. “Don’t get me wrong. Morraine’s a cancer. We need to burn her before it’s too late. But I quake at the thought of facing her again.”

Rhiannon could hardly blame him. She was scared of her mother, too. She still had nightmares of her mother stealing Brother Mayhew’s soul. She’d sucked it right out of him, a soft blue light twisting from Mayhew’s open mouth and into Morraine’s. And he was only the first. The Knives were giving Morraine captives – soldiers, mostly – to feed on.

Cordney parted from Sable and, without sparing so much as a glance at Rhiannon, headed over a walkway toward the palace. Sable pointed to the winding stairs behind Rhiannon. “Check on the veil,” she said, then rushed to catch up to Cordney.

Rhiannon turned to Maladox to say farewell and found him staring at the Umbral Tree. “You sure we’re in the right place?” he asked.

Rhiannon wasn’t, but she refrained from telling him. It would only make him want to leave again. “Yes,” she said, “for now.”

Maladox pressed his lips together and headed back up toward Ircundus’s nest.

Rhiannon headed downtree. As she wound her way down the corkscrew stairs, the ground seemed to rise, and the city of Gonsalond, spread among the trees, rose. She descended hundreds of feet so that, by the time she reached the forest floor, the staging deck, the eyrie, the walkways, even the palace, looked like miniatures made for a child. Like the ivory dragon, it made her feel small and insignificant.

She shook the feeling away and followed a stone-lined path toward the city center, past Gonsalond’s vyrd to a pool fed by a trickling waterfall with icicles hanging from its face. The Umbral Tree was a stone’s throw away, and Rhiannon felt its presence twisting her guts. Months ago, the awful feeling had felt malicious. Now she knew it was merely an echo of the pain the tree was feeling. Its fate was to hold Faedryn in its roots. That very touch was like a poison spreading through it every moment of every day. How could it not feel pain? It was a wonder the tree still stood.

Ignoring her own discomfort as best she could, she knelt beside the pool and touched the water with a fingertip. As the ripples spread in circles, she chanted, “Sgàthan cian, sgàthan cian,” and cast her awareness toward the veil.

The looking glass spell her mother had taught her allowed Rhiannon to cast her mind’s eye outward. She soared between the citadels and over rolling snowy hills, half-frozen brooks, and rocky bluffs. She had once thought the veil was a curtain that surrounded Gonsalond, but the real story was more complex. “Gonsalond is no mere piece of land,” Yeriel had told her on their first visit to the Umbral Tree. “It’s like another realm, a world within a world, forged in the years after Faedryn’s fall.”

“But you can cross through the veil, can’t you? People have done it.”

“Yes. That can happen when it’s torn by those who know its nature.”

Rhiannon wondered if the stories of the land of fae had really been about the Veiled City. “And the portals?” Sable had told Rhiannon about the various portals she and the rest of the Seven used to enter Gonsalond.

“The portals are like doors in a home. If we didn’t have them, we’d be forced to break through the walls every time we wanted to enter or leave.”

Rhiannon couldn’t actually see the veil, but she’d learned how to sense it. It was easy, really, like sliding into a snowy rut while sledding. From there, the veil guided her. She felt the familiar dipping sensation and followed it over hills, valleys, and unending swaths of forest. She felt carefully for burning sensations, the telltale sign of tears, but all felt normal. In a vale choked with blood maples, she felt like she’d crashed through the surface of a frozen pond. It was a portal. The frigid shock was there and gone in a moment. She passed another one hidden in a massive stone arch in a moss-covered ruin.

An hour later, she completed her circuit and drew her awareness back to the mere. She found Yeriel standing on the path to the vyrd, her fingertips steepled, her black hair writhing.

“So?” Yeriel asked.

Rhiannon bowed. “The veil is intact.”

Yeriel nodded and beckoned her toward a citadel with a stairway leading up. “I’m told you’re aware that Cordney was sent to find your mother.”

“I am.”

“Well, she found her, and Strages is still with her. They’re at an outpost southeast of Brevin, near the wildlands. Llorn attacked it and took it as a temporary base of operations.” They began winding their way up the corkscrew stairs. “We’re preparing an assault to get Strages back. The only question is whether you’re going to be part of it.”

They’d spoken about it a number of times, and Rhiannon had made it clear she was willing to help, to try to finish what she’d started and send her mother back to the grave, but the last time they’d spoken of it was months ago. Yeriel was likely trying to see if Rhiannon had had a change of heart. Rhiannon was about to answer that she hadn’t, but she paused, wondering if there was another reason Yeriel was asking. “Do you want me to go?”

“I’m no longer sure I do. You’ve proven yourself useful here, Rhiannon. I will not abandon Strages to the Red Knives, but I’m beginning to think I shouldn’t risk your life to get him back. Nevertheless, I’m a woman of my word. Your mother is at the outpost. If you go, I expect you to help get rid of her. Is that still your wish?”

“It is, but…”

“But what?”

“Won’t you be coming with us?” Rhiannon was pretty sure she knew the answer – Yeriel had so far refused to step foot outside the veil – but she felt like she had to ask. “It would only mean a day away from Gonsalond.”

Yeriel was quiet for a time. Far overhead, gusts of wind rattled the canopy. Yeriel stared up at it, then said, “Cordney heard something else while she was out. The quintarchs are planning to raise Cinder and Ember.”

Rhiannon’s mouth fell open. “That’s horrible news.” Having someone as powerful as Strages roaming free was bad enough. Two more paragons being added to the empire’s might was a disaster. They’d wreak pain and misery wherever they went. “Hold on, how can they raise two more paragons? It took years to destroy the shrine in Ancris.”

“I don’t know. I’ve sent spies to find out more. The point is, the quintarchs were no doubt talked into it by their illustrae. It’s Faedryn’s doing. He manipulates them still. It’s why, as I’ve told you before, I must remain in Gonsalond. I need to prevent Faedryn from causing more havoc. I need to find a way to stop him, if that’s even possible. Leaving him be, even for a day, is too risky.”

Rhiannon supposed it was safer that way, but all the talk about paragons made her think about another subject that had been bothering her. “May I ask a question?”

“Go on…”

“What happens when we have Strages and his shard?”

Yeriel’s brows pinched, and her hair stilled. “What do you mean?”

“Will you destroy his shard so he can’t be controlled any longer?”

Yeriel frowned. “Say what you really mean, child.”

Rhiannon felt her cheeks flush. Yeriel was always two steps ahead of her. “It’s just, I’m wondering why you haven’t destroyed your own shard. I know if there was a stone that could control me, and I had the power to destroy it, I would’ve done so long ago.”

“It’s holy, Rhiannon. Like Faedryn himself, there’s a part of Alra inside the Heartstone.”

“And yet we’re forbidden to speak her name in Gonsalond?”

“Not forbidden.” At the ringwalk, Yeriel stopped and waited for Rhiannon to face her. “We simply don’t say it as a way of putting our faith in her when we should be doing things ourselves. Alra sacrificed herself for us. In doing so, she gave us the power to control our own destiny. Is it not so?” Rhiannon wasn’t convinced Yeriel really believed what she was saying, but she said nothing, and Yeriel continued, “As for the shards, they’re a connection to the goddess herself. That should be good enough reason to preserve them. Now answer my question.”

“Yes,” Rhiannon said, “I’ll go with the Seven.”

“Then head back to the eyrie. Preparations are underway.”

“They’re leaving now?”

“Why delay?”

Rhiannon opened her mouth. Closed it again. She thought she’d have more time to prepare. “Can I bring Maladox?”

Yeriel chuckled. “You may take your precious talking badger, if it pleases you.” She parted down a walkway toward the palace and soon disappeared behind a citadel.

Rhiannon turned and stared at the Umbral Tree. She felt sick to her stomach, and not only from the godsdamned tree. A bit terrified at the thought of facing her mother again, she pressed a hand to her stomach and jogged over a bridgebough toward the eyrie.
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EIGHT: AZARIAH

Azariah followed Dante, a down-on-his-luck smuggler, through the walkways of Hrindegaard, a sizable but mostly poor city in the southwestern reaches of the Holt. The city’s many walkways sprawled above him. Far below, a winding road cut through a livestock auction, a stables, a tavern, and a dozen more false-front buildings. Everything was visible to Azariah – ahead and behind, above and below – as a vast, multi-dimensional tableau in black and white and shades of gray. The ritual that had blinded him three decades ago had granted him his second sight.

The sky above the forest canopy was a mottled field of pewter gray. Sleet pelted the trees and walkways, and stung Azariah’s cheeks and the backs of his hands, but his jerkin and thick woolen cloak made the weather bearable.

Because everyone knew illustrae had cloudy white eyes, Azariah had used a spell to alter his to look like normal brown eyes, but that was the only change he’d made to his appearance. He had the same sturdy build he’d always had, the same features. He felt it would make him look more sincere in his coming meeting with Praefectus Damika, which was nearly as important as remaining anonymous to everyone else.

Dante was a tall man, though not as tall as Azariah. His small eyes and poor excuse for a beard made him look more like a mole in a wide-brimmed hat and a black trench coat than a man. He led Azariah along a ringwalk with rotting railings, then to a burrow with a gouged door and dingy windows. With a greasy smile, he opened the door and waved Azariah in. “After you, my lord.”

“You first,” Azariah said.

Dante’s smile faded, and he headed into the burrow.

Azariah followed and, seeing no immediate cause for alarm, closed the door behind him. In a sitting room of sorts, a woman, her eyes half-lidded, lay on the couch watching him. A man was propped in a corner, bobbing his head slowly and holding a smoking tube attached to a hookah. The bittersweet smell of rapture, the highly addictive euphoric, lingered in the cramped burrow.

Azariah said, “I told you, no drugs.”

“This isn’t them. Are you kidding me? These two are useless.” He pointed to a pair of swinging doors at the far end of the room. “The crew’s back there. And clean as a whistle, I promise.”

Azariah followed Dante through the swinging doors and into a kitchen. Four burly, unshaven men in rumpled clothes were sitting around a table; one with a droopy eye and floppy hat stared at Azariah like he might like to gut him. Behind them, Kady, a woman whose face looked like it had been smashed in with a shovel, was standing near a back door. She was Dante’s beloved and second in command of their little smuggling ring. Sleet hissed against the dingy window next to her.

Dante waved to them theatrically. “Your crew for the day.”

Azariah reached into his leather purse, took out a little silver case filled with auris, and opened it.

Dante stared at the white powder. “Coin up front, you said.”

Azariah took a healthy pinch, held it to his nose, and sniffed. He repeated the process with his opposite nostril, then snapped the clamshell case closed. He felt lighter and more alert. He felt looser, like a pugilist warmed up for a coming bout. He tucked the case away, pulled out a small coin purse, and tossed it to Dante.

Dante tugged the mouth open, looked inside, and his smile returned, greasier than before. “How do we begin?”

“Gather in a circle,” Azariah told them.

They did, Dante looking considerably less chipper than he had moments ago. Kady’s throat convulsed. Even the fellow with the droopy eye seemed to fidget more. Barring some folk remedy from a local sedge witch, Azariah doubted any of them had had magic cast on them before.

“You’re sure it’s not gonna last?” Dante asked.

“I’m certain,” Azariah replied. When Dante licked his lips and nodded, Azariah touched his forehead and, drawing on the aura within him, chanted, “Revincio… Subservio… Vigilante…” Though impermanent, the spell was not so different from the one Faedryn had used on Azariah. It would allow Azariah to see through Dante’s eyes, to summon him if need be, and to control him.

Dante’s eyelids fluttered, and he swooned. Azariah felt as if an invisible thread were tugging him toward Dante. Dante would feel the same, but that would soon fade.

Azariah turned to a squat fellow with dark skin and gold rings in his nose and eyebrows. “Revincio, subservio, vigilante…” The tugging sensation grew stronger, and Azariah coughed from it. When he turned to Kady and repeated the words, the effect failed to deepen. Kady stared at him with pinched brows.

“Stop resisting,” Azariah said.

Seconds passed with no change in the spell. Kady’s lips and chin quivered. She looked like she was about to vomit.

“Should I give him his money back?” Dante asked her. “Is that what you want, love?”

Kady glanced at him, and her trembling chin stilled. A moment later, Azariah’s heart pounded hard as she entered the spell of binding.

By the time Azariah finished with the last two men, he was coughing and his heart was tripping. He’d been stronger years ago, but the wound he’d suffered in Ancris when Camadaea forced him to stab himself in the chest had been slow in healing. Five sets of eyes was enough, anyway. Until the aura in him was used up or he banished the spell, this motley band would be his.

“You know where to go?” Azariah asked.

They nodded and filed through the sitting room and outside. Azariah followed them. The one with the droopy eye headed up a set of corkscrew stairs; Dante, Kady, and the two other men headed downtree. Azariah focused on Droopy Eye and saw through his eyes: brown citadel trees covered in bright green moss, sleet falling at an angle, gray skies.

One by one, he saw what the others saw as well. At the base of the tree, Dante and the others spread out and headed to their assigned locations. Only then did Azariah descend the corkscrew stairs.

At the base of the stairs, Azariah passed through an arch in the tree itself and headed down a winding tunnel. After several turns, he came to a cavernous plaza, one of five entrances to Hrindegaard’s famed underroot. The air was pleasantly warm. The earth itself was heated by geothermal vents, which was why, according to a census Azariah had read years ago, as many folk chose to live in underground burrows as those above ground.

He came to a marketplace, where the roof of the cavern was a gnarled mass of intertwining roots with white mushrooms growing on them, shedding an even light over the paved street, the storefronts, and the townsfolk moving to and fro. Azariah’s heart had hardened over his years in service to Faedryn, but he found himself moved by the simple beauty of the place and vowed to return one day.

Assuming you live, the Hissing Man rasped inside his head.

Ignoring that other part of him, Azariah headed to the far end of the marketplace and came to a pub. The sign out front had an embossed carving of a wyvern, wings spread, its tail poised to strike. The Wyvern’s Tail. Azariah entered. To his left, a few patrons sat on stools at the bar. More were scattered among the tables. A musician strummed a lute on a stage near a bank of stained glass windows, which offered a blurred and fragmented view of the street outside.

Azariah ordered a tripel brewed by the local abbey. The pudgy bartender went to the kegs stacked along the wall behind him, poured a frothing glass of the golden-brown ale, and slid it across the bar to Azariah.

“Anything strange?” Azariah asked quietly.

The bartender shook his head and wiped the bar top with a stained towel. “All’s quiet.”

Azariah nodded and took the beer to a table in the far corner, near the door to the pub’s supply room. The room had a latch in the shelves that opened a secret door, behind which was a tunnel that led to another subterranean cavern. Azariah had inspected it carefully before paying the pub owner for its potential use. He wasn’t expecting trouble, but he wouldn’t put it past Lucran to go against his word and try to take Azariah into custody. It was why Azariah had hired scouts to watch Damika’s arrival, arranged for Dante and his crew to act as his thralls, and chosen a location for this meeting that gave him the best chance of escaping.

The meeting with Damika was a necessary next step in Azariah’s plan to stop Faedryn – he wanted Lucran to know the truth about the trickster god; he wanted him to do something about it, yet he found himself steeped in shame over all he’d done. He’d killed in Alra’s name. He’d tricked Lucran into building the palisade in Ancris. He, more than anyone else, had caused the eruption that had killed thousands.

Stop it, came a hiss in Azariah’s mind. Wallowing in your pathetic regrets gets us no closer to stopping him.

The Hissing Man was right, but how does one not feel shame? He could still hear the wails of anguish as he fled Ancris on dragonback.

Azariah scanned the patrons and sipped his beer, his sour mood preventing him from enjoying its pleasant sweetness, floral notes, and spicy finish as much as he usually did. He noted a few regulars but didn’t recognize most of the people. Then he summoned Dante’s point of view. He was near the stables, watching Praefectus Damika, in her tall hat and imperial praefectus trench coat, enter the same tunnel Azariah had come through. She was alone, as agreed, but Azariah was still nervous. She could easily have sent men ahead in anticipation of this meeting. He scanned the pub again, but didn’t spot anything out of the ordinary.

He checked the rest of Dante’s crew, ensuring there were no soldiers, disguised or otherwise, filing into the underroot. Seeing none, he checked Droopy Eye, who was scanning the skies and the upper forest for dracorae on dragonback, but the skies were clear and Hrindegaard’s modest eyrie was dormant. Azariah forced Dante and Kady to follow Damika into the underroot and left the others to stand guard above ground.

Damika entered the pub as Azariah was finishing his tripel. She looked around the room, spotted Azariah, frowned, and hung up her coat and hat beside the door. As she headed toward Azariah’s corner, Azariah held up two fingers to the bartender. Damika sat, and the bartender dropped off two freshly poured tripels and left.

Damika was a relatively short woman with brown skin and piercing eyes. She made no move to touch her glass. “You fixed your eyes.”

“Not exactly. I still have second sight.” Azariah lifted his glass and motioned for Damika to do the same. “Please. There’s little else in this place worthy of praise.”

Damika slid her glass toward Azariah. “You can keep your fucking beer.”

“Straight to business, then. I can appreciate that.” He took a long swig and set his glass down with a thump. “Let’s begin with this. Lucran was right to suspect me of treason. He was right to suspect me of manipulating him into building the palisade. He was right that the purpose all along was to awaken Strages.”

Damika looked like she’d been slapped. “You admit it?”

“I do, but I didn’t do it alone. Your new illustra, Japheth, was with me every step of the way. My fellow illustrae were as well.”

The musician finished his song with an impressive flourish. A brief round of whistles followed. Damika clenched her jaw, looked at her beer, picked it up, and took a longer swig than Azariah had. She licked froth from her lips and said, “You told Lucran you had a warning for him.”

“Yes, and it begins with the understanding that I was forced to do the things I did.”

“By Faedryn. Is it true?”

“Yes, but shortly before the Sundering, I became useless to him. He made me his patsy so the other illustrae could pretend they had nothing to do with it. And it worked. Ancris blew apart, Japheth inherited my mask and my mission, and he and the other illustrae avoided blame.”

“Nevertheless,” Damika said, “the quintarchs suspect they had a hand in it and that they know more than they’re letting on.”

“That’s a far cry from condemnation. Further still from action. They need to be stopped, Praefectus. Faedryn needs to be stopped.”

“I don’t disagree. You have a plan?”

“I do. We rob him of his eyes and ears outside Gonsalond, rob him of his ability to act.”

“By doing what? Lopping the heads off the illustrae?”

“We expose them, then remove the chains that bind them to Faedryn.”

To his surprise, Damika didn’t immediately laugh in his face. “Do you know how to do that?”

“Maybe. I’ve been researching ancient texts since I left Ancris. I found several that may work. I only need time to try them.”

“And an illustra,” Damika added.

“And an illustra. Japheth would be the easiest to lure into a trap, but any of them would do.”

“It could start a war in the empire. It could trigger another Holy Rebellion.”

“I’m aware, but doing nothing is not an option We must act quickly, before it’s too late.”

Damika glanced back at a willowy fellow guffawing at the bar, slid her half-finished beer aside, and leaned toward Azariah. “I’m going to share something with you that I’m not supposed to. I’m doing so because I need to know if it’s part of Faedryn’s plans.”

“I can only tell you what I knew at the time, but go on.”

“The illustrae, led by Camadaea, have convinced the quintarchs that the threat of Strages can only be met with more paragons. They plan to raise Ember in Caldoras and Cinder in Praecia.”

Azariah hadn’t heard that, and it was devastating news. “But how?”

Damika shrugged. “Both cities already had palisades. The illustrae are so scared of Strages and the Knives they’re apparently ready to sacrifice the shrines to awaken the paragons.”

“But the palisades won’t be ready. It’ll take years for them to have enough power. And they’d need crucibles as well!”

“I don’t know the details, but Camadaea has been working with a team of alchemysts. They seem confident they’ll be able to awaken both Cinder and Ember.”

Azariah felt his plan slipping away. “Lucran can’t allow it.”

“I don’t disagree, but it would help if you came to Ancris and spoke to him in person.”

“I can’t. Not in Ancris. It’s too dangerous. If the Church knew I was there, they’d stop at nothing to kill me.”

Damika looked at Azariah for a second, then shrugged again. “Well, he’s not coming here.”

“We can work something out, just not in Ancris. Please.”

Damika took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I believe everything you’ve told me. I believe you want to do the right thing. I’m putting my faith in you, understand? So I want you to have faith in me as well. Come to Ancris. We’ll put you in a safe house. We’ll explain all this to Lucran. He’ll do the right thing. I swear it.”

“You don’t know Lucran like I do, Praefectus. The other quintarchs have his ear. Japheth may as well. They’ll poison him against me. They surely already have.”

“Azariah, I’m begging you, don’t make this harder than it needs to be.”

The fellow who’d been laughing at the bar had ceased his conversation and was watching them. Others were, too.

Azariah suddenly realized Damika was holding a wooden tube with a mouthpiece. In her other hand she had a set of… brass knuckles with some sort of spring-loaded contraption near her thumb that made Azariah think she didn’t mean to punch him with it. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good. He summoned Dante and Kady to the pub, felt their feet pounding the pavement as they barged past people in the plaza. They’d reach the pub in seconds, but it felt like forever.

When Azariah looked again at Damika, she was staring at him intently. She stood up in a rush and nodded to the man who’d guffawed. He got up from his stool, along with seven other men sitting at different tables. They drew short swords and fighting knives.

The musician bolted upright and backed away. Most of the bar patrons headed for the door.

“Please, Azariah” – Damika waggled the tube – “I don’t want to use this.”

Azariah was hardly paying attention. He compelled Dante and Kady to start yelling. He heard it coming from outside the pub, louder and louder. Several of Damika’s soldiers – they might even have been praetorian guards – turned toward the front door. Dante burst through it with Kady on his heels. Eyes and mouths gaping, they charged the soldiers. The other patrons screamed and scattered.

A soldier with a long knife moved to intercept Dante. “Halt!”

Dante, compelled by Azariah’s spell, kept charging, knocking tables and chairs aside. He swung a fist at the soldier’s face, but the soldier ducked and drove his knife deep into Dante’s gut.

Azariah felt a searing pain in his skull.

Kady screamed, “Dante!”

Another soldier tackled her to the floor.

Azariah backed slowly toward the storeroom.

Damika pressed the end of the tube to her lips, blew into it, and a glittering cloud of rosemary-scented auris powder, laced with something else Azariah didn’t recognize, billowed from the opposite end. Then she raised the brass device over her head, pressed a tiny lever on it, and a blue-green spark shattered the powder cloud into sheets of blazing blue light.

Azariah drew on his store of umbra and shouted, “Impetus!”

The soldiers flew backward, arms flailing. Chairs and tables spun across the floor. Damika and the table they’d been sitting at, however, were unaffected. Then the flaring blue light enveloped Azariah, and his second sight went completely, utterly black.
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NINE: AZARIAH

Azariah lost his vision, all sense of Dante, Kady, and his other thralls as well. He was alone, blind, and powerless.

He scrabbled for the storeroom door, but it was closer than he thought and he bashed his head against the door jamb. He felt for the handle, found it, pulled the door open, and rushed through. He slammed the door behind him and locked the heavy steel bolt. Then he rushed toward the shelves on the opposite wall and fumbled for the latch the pub’s owner had shown him.

To the left, the Hissing Man said.

As Azariah moved left and felt along the wall, hands trembling, soldiers began beating on the door behind him and yelling.

Further, the Hissing Man said.

Azariah shifted again.

It’s lower, remember?

Azariah felt along the next shelf down. The door behind him splintered with a loud crack. He ran his fingers along the wall behind the shelf, but couldn’t find the latch.

Useless as a smile on a soldier, the Hissing Man said. Let me do it.

Azariah had barely begun thinking about giving the Hissing Man permission when his alter ego bubbled up from his subconscious. He felt like he was falling. Then he was floating, an observer of sorts, a passenger in his own body. He felt the Hissing Man touch a gouge in the paneling, then shift down until he found a thin seam. He pressed just below it, then used Azariah’s other hand to grip the hidden handle and yank it open.

The door behind him crashed open. Boots thudded into the room. Someone yelled, “Halt!”

The Hissing Man slipped through the narrow gap, turned, and began heaving the secret door shut.

Swish. Something stung Azariah’s forehead. A trickle of hot blood dripped down the bridge of his nose. The Hissing Man pulled the door closed with a boom and jammed the bolt home.

“Open it, fucking traitor!” Someone pounded on the shelf, maybe kicked it.

The Hissing Man raced down the tunnel, and the sound dwindled behind them. After ten paces, he crouched, patted his hands over the gritty stone floor, and felt the cool metal blade of his sword. He gripped the leather hilt, stood, and loped down the tunnel, pressing his free hand against the wall.

The Hissing Man laughed. “That was a close one…”

Just hurry, Azariah said inside the Hissing Man’s head. Get us out of here.

The Hissing Man continued in silence, bumping against the walls on his way toward the exit. The longer they continued in complete darkness, the more Azariah worried they’d lost their second sight for good.

“Never fear, little lamb,” the Hissing Man hissed, “our sight will return.”

You’ve no idea the nature of that powder.

“All we need to know is that it nullifies magic.” The Hissing Man slowed, dug through his belt pouch, and pulled out the dragon Vattuo’s crop stone. “Such spells cannot last forever. We will see in time.”

He wrapped the crop around his right hand with its fitted leather straps so the polished chrysalite pressed against his palm; then he squeezed it. Azariah felt the bond to Vattuo swell from a vantage high in the citadel trees.

“Come to the knoll,” the Hissing Man rasped.

The great iron dragon dropped from his bough, beat his massive wings – whump… whump – and soared toward the knoll.

The Hissing Man stubbed his toe on a rock and staggered, recovered and rushed on, breathing in great huffs.

The knoll was a short walk from the underroot exit, on the outskirts of Hrindegaard, but in full view of the eyrie. Azariah hoped the dracorae hadn’t been alerted.

Azariah’s vision turned dark gray instead of black. He couldn’t see well, but at least the spell seemed to be lifting. The Hissing Man tried to call upon their thralls at the hill, but there was nothing – the glittering powder had apparently severed those ties. Azariah felt bad about Dante and hoped the poor man would survive.

The Hissing Man snorted. “When did you become so soft?”

The same time you became incurably callous, I suppose.

The Hissing Man was annoyed, but the feeling was tinged with embarrassment as well.

They entered a cavern that Azariah knew had five tunnels leading from it. He could barely see them, splotches of black among the sodden ash of his vision. The Hissing Man moved quickly but carefully along the left wall and entered the first tunnel, then he took a right at the first fork. Finally they reached a stairwell carved from the wood of a citadel bole, and Azariah said, All right. You’ve done enough.

The Hissing Man laughed. “I’m not ready to go back to my prison just yet.”

It’s not your choice.

“Oh, yes it is.”

We agreed that—

“I don’t care what we agreed. You stay below for a day or two. Stay for a week. See how you like it.”

Azariah fought for control of his body, but the Hissing Man denied him with disconcerting ease and took the set of winding stairs upward. The air turned colder, and they came to an archway that led to the forest floor.

Their sight was inching closer to normal by the moment. All around, Hrindegaard looked like a half-finished painting rendered clumsily in varying shades of gray. The sleet had stopped, and the sky was brighter. There were townsfolk, dimly visible, on the walkways overhead. Further down the road, a wagon trundled along the muddy ruts. A boy was sitting on the lumber stacked in the bed, legs dangling, watching them. The boy said something, and the old man in the driver’s box craned his neck and looked, too.

The Hissing Man lurched along the road. He squeezed the crop stone, and a vision of a churning river flashed through their minds. Their colossal iron dragon Vattuo was flying over the river known as the Cut. He’d arrive at the knoll in less than a minute.

A short jog and a few turns around towering citadels brought them close to the knoll. Then Azariah heard hooves pounding. Damika and four of her men were mounted and riding hard past the lumber wagon.

The Hissing Man started running again, wheezing hard, legs burning, nearing the point of exhaustion. Damika’s posse continued to close the distance. Vattuo swept down across the knoll and roared at them. Then he thumped down on the wet grass.

The Hissing Man was halfway up the slope when Damika called out behind him. “Azariah!” She pulled her horse to a stop near a fallen citadel bough.

The other four horses gathered around her, and she jumped down from the saddle and started walking toward them. “Listen to me, Azariah, please. Nothing’s happened that we can’t fix. Come with me to Ancris. I’ll keep you safe. I promise.”

The Hissing Man continued toward Vattuo, chest heaving. Then he turned to Damika and hissed, “You came in peace, you said, but you lied, as did your precious quintarch.”

Damika stopped walking and stared at the Hissing Man. “Who am I speaking to?”

“You know who I am.”

“I’m sorry, but Lucran… You can understand his anger.”

The Hissing Man squeezed the crop stone, and Vattuo growled and pounded his tail on the ground. Sleet and dirt flew. Then he opened his giant maw, and a river of dark gray mist spilled down his tongue. It spread slowly on the ground, melting the sleet and burning the grass black.

Two of the soldiers raised their crossbows and aimed their black-tipped bolts.

“Hold!” Damika shouted.

The Hissing Man rasped, “We were trying to help!” Azariah tried again to regain control, but the Hissing Man denied him. “Liars need to pay.” He squeezed Vattuo’s crop and roared, “Exhalo!”

The dragon reared up and rattled his barbs.

Azariah clawed his way up from the darkness. He felt the tiniest semblance of control returning to him. “Damika, run!” he shouted.

Two bolts whistled through the air. One ricocheted off Vattuo’s wing talon with a spark. The other grazed the creature’s lashing tail.

Vattuo shot his head forward and spat a cloud of roiling gas at the soldiers. The fellow who’d been guffawing in the pub screamed, froze still and, with a sharp crackling sound, turned to stone. A horse staggered, squealed, and fell on the grass, breaking off his two stone forelegs. Damika and others ran or tumbled back on the hill. Vattuo spat again and the cloud enveloped them, leaving Damika screaming and holding her left arm, and two more bodies stiffening on the soft grass.

Azariah suddenly had full control over his own body. He hoped they would recover, just not while he was around. “I’m sorry!” he hollered as he climbed into the saddle and snapped the reins. Vattuo took to the air.

As they flew up and away, the Hissing Man said, She was going to hog tie you and deliver you to Lucran. He would have burned you at the Anvil!

“Shut up!” Azariah shouted. “Let me think!”

The Hissing Man chuckled.

Nevertheless, Azariah doubted Lucran would have killed him if Damika had hauled him in. He would now, though. And if Damika, his only ally in Ancris, lived, she’d never forgive him.

As Hrindegaard dwindled, Vattuo lashed his tail and let out a high-pitched, gurgling mewl. A trail of blood, bright purple in Azariah’s second sight, dripped from the crossbow bolt wound on his tail. It had only grazed him, but Azariah worried it had been coated in coryza – every imperial soldier had at least one of those poisoned bolts in their quiver.

Vattuo was an ally, and had been for years. Azariah knew the old iron would protect him even without the crop and fetter. The dragon had shown his loyalty time and again.

Azariah patted the great wyrm’s neck. “We’ll land soon, then I’ll do what I can. All right?”

Vattuo lashed his tail, then flew on, faster than before, staying below the treetops and looking for a place to hide. Azariah would check the poison; then they’d head to Caldoras. It wasn’t ideal. A foray into the city could go wrong in a hundred different ways, but if Damika was right and Camadaea had convinced Quintarch Zabrienne to awaken Ember and Cinder from their shrines, it meant Faedryn wanted them to be awoken. Then four of the original six paragons would have risen again.

How that would help Faedryn to escape the Umbral Tree, Azariah didn’t know, but it must, or Faedryn wouldn’t be doing it. Azariah needed to find Camadaea and free her from Faedryn if he could, kill her if he couldn’t.
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TEN: RYLAN

From the top of Thervindal’s Tor, Rylan stared east toward Glaeyand and scanned the trees for his sister’s indurium dragon. They’d been waiting for some time and Vedron, growing impatient, snapped her wings and gurgled for attention. Rylan went to her and stroked her snout, and Vedron swept her third eyelids over her emerald eyes. She dipped her head, shook it back and forth, and her neck barbs rattled like an impossibly large wood chime.

The Diamondflow roared below the rocky hill, a winding green snake slithering between the great citadels. Snow dappled the ground. There was no wind to speak of, and Lux shone brightly overhead, warming the air.

Vedron dipped her head and rattled her barbs again.

“I told you, I can’t go flying now,” Rylan said. “I have to talk to Willow, remember?”

Vedron huffed and raked her wing talons, scraping lichen off the stone.

Rylan scratched her wattle. “We need her. Now be quiet.” Vedron lifted her head out of Rylan’s reach, a thing she did when she was annoyed with him. Rylan might have laughed if he didn’t think Vedron would take it a step further and start trumpeting. The last thing he needed was the whole forest knowing they were there.

Vedron trilled and shifted her gaze toward the canopy. Rylan followed her line of sight and spotted a silvery blue indurium soaring above the canopy. It was Helianthus, Willow’s mount, easily recognizable by the blue marbling pattern along her translucent wings. Helianthus descended, and Willow waved down to Rylan from the saddle. Her hair whipped around her face despite her golden circlet.

Instead of landing, Helianthus circled around the tor.

“See that, girl?” Rylan said. “She doesn’t trust us.” He could hardly blame her. He’d shown up out of nowhere and asked to meet after avoiding Glaeyand for months. She’d agreed, but she’d have been a fool not to take a few precautions.

“Now, remember” – Rylan rubbed Vedron’s neck – “no fighting. They’re our friends.”

Helianthus finally winged gracefully down to the tor and landed on its broad, flat top.

Despite Rylan’s order, Vedron spread her wings over the stone, lowered her head, and hissed. Helianthus lifted her great, horned head and roared so mightily slaver flew from her teeth. Willow jerked the reins. “Acquiesco!” she shouted. “Dormio!”

Helianthus lowered her head, glared at Vedron, and grunted like a lowlands auroch, but when Willow raised her crop and shouted “Acquiesco!” again, Helianthus finally fell silent.

Willow climbed down using the saddle harness and dropped to the stone. “What’s this about then?”

“You in some sort of rush?”

She scowled. “You were expecting a cozy reunion?”

Rylan shrugged. “I’m not sure what I was ex—”

“I had to pull a lot of strings to meet you here, Rylan, so out with it.”

Rylan took a deep breath. He supposed it was too much to ask for any amount of warmth from her, but he had to admit, he’d been hoping for some. He’d had Vedron for company, but it had been a lonely existence since Ancris. “I need your advice, Willow.”

Willow opened her mouth and closed it again. She tilted her head and smiled warily. “You need my advice?”

“Don’t act so surprised.”

Willow reared back and laughed. “Rylan, you have never, not once in the time I’ve known you, come to me for advice.”

“And that was a mistake. I see that now. You’re smart, Willow. You think two moves ahead.”

“Try five.”

“Fine, five. And you care about more than the weight of your coffers.”

Willow’s smile faded. “Let’s not get carried away. I am my father’s daughter, after all!”

Rylan hid a smile. “Statement retracted. But you do care about what happens to the Holt, and that’s good enough for me.”

“So? Spit it out.”

Rylan reached into his pouch and took out a bundle: Strages’ Heartstone shard wrapped in cloth. Helianthus swung her head around and looked at it.

“It’s to do with this,” he said.

The shard, once clear and bright, was now dull and black. Rylan had worked up an ink and stained it to look like a piece of obsidian instead of the fabled artifact.

Willow frowned at it. “And that is?” Then her eyes widened. “Bloody fucking hells, Rylan, is that what I think it is?”

“Yes.” He held it out.

She took it from him and turned it over slowly. “What did you put on it?”

“A stain. We can clean it with alcohol if needed.”

“And precisely how did it come into your possession?”

Rylan had told her months ago about the fight with Llorn on the floating ruins of Alra’s shrine in Ancris and how the shard had fallen off the edge. Now he told her the rest: how he’d gone later that night, found it in the hollowed-out remains of the city, and squirreled it away. As he talked, Willow tilted her head and ran her fingertips over it. He wondered if she felt the vibrations it sometimes gave off.

“I don’t know what to do with it,” he told her. “Everyone’s looking for it, and it feels like whatever I do with it will be a mistake.”

“Who else knows you have it?”

“The Knives,” he said. “Well, at first they only suspected, but I’m pretty sure they’re convinced I have it now.”

She lowered the shard and stared into his eyes. “What makes you so sure?”

“One of them found me when I went to speak to Aunt Merida. He asked for the shard and threatened to kill her unless I gave it to him.”

Willow’s dark brows pinched. “So what happened?”

Rylan didn’t want to admit it – not to Willow, not to anyone – but she deserved to know. “I killed him.”

Willow’s jaw dropped.

Rylan felt a thrill of excitement coming from Vedron mere moments before she screeched and reared onto her hind legs. Rylan scanned the trees and spotted Velox, Vedron’s litter mate, flying hard toward them. Blythe, Rylan’s childhood friend, once high up in the Red Knives, was in the saddle.

“What in the hells is going on, Rylan?”

“I don’t know.” Willow stared harder at him. He raised his hands. “I swear it! I didn’t tell her I was coming here.”

Willow took two steps toward Helianthus, still clutching the shard. Rylan wanted to demand she hand it over, but by then Blythe was too close.

Sunlight shone through Velox’s translucent green wings as he hovered over them. The sound was thunderous. Rylan blinked and held up a warding hand as dirt, leaves, pine needles were kicked up. “Both of you,” Blythe shouted down, “mount up!”

Rylan shaded his eyes. “Blythe, what are you—”

Blythe pulled on the reins, and Velox floated down even with them. “Raef’s on his way with a welcoming committee. If you fancy staying alive, follow me.”

Willow stuffed the shard inside her coat and took up Helianthus’s reins. “You trust her?”

Rylan climbed onto Vedron. “In this I do.”

They guided their dragons to the edge of the tor and dropped down along the face of the cliff. Helianthus and Vedron snapped their wings wide and soared after Velox.

Ahead, Blythe turned in her saddle and glared at Willow. “Make sure your bloody beast keeps quiet!”

They followed the Diamondflow upriver. Rylan glanced back to see if they were being followed. He spotted four dragons close to the canopy, far behind but flying fast.

“They’re behind us!”

Blythe and Willow both glanced over their shoulders. Blythe spat, “Faedryn’s black balls. Follow me!”

Velox dipped low over the Diamondflow, wings brushing the churning water. Helianthus and Vedron followed. They entered a narrow gorge where the river bent left and stopped in a wide grotto with sheer sides. Velox swept up and clamped onto the rocks, near the lip; Helianthus followed, and Vedron came last.

“It’s a decent hiding place,” Willow said, “but they’re headed straight toward us.”

Rylan leaned back in his saddle and peered up over the lip of the wall. Raef’s amber, two auburns, and an enormous onyx were flying in a diamond formation. They passed right by the tor and kept coming.

Helianthus growled.

“Acquiesco,” Willow hissed, silencing the creature.

Rylan wasn’t sure what to do. Their dragons could put up a good fight, especially with Helianthus on their side, but Raef’s amber, Kréos, was a terror and had a score to settle with Vedron, and the other Knives’ dragons wouldn’t be with him unless they were battle-tested.

Then Rylan remembered a place, not far away, with plenty of places to hide. “You know the Eye Hook, Blythe?” The massive cave was situated between two valleys a short flight from the grotto.

Blythe rolled her eyes. “You know I do.”

“I’ll lead Raef away. As soon as I’m out of sight, take Willow there. I’ll join you as soon as I can.” Blythe hardly batted an eye, but Willow’s mouth was open like she was about to speak. Rylan waved her away. “There’s no time to explain. Just fly low and fast, back along the gorge, as soon as the coast is clear.”

Not waiting for a reply, he bid Vedron drop from the rocky wall. They plummeted toward the water. Vedron snapped out her wings with a drumbeat sound and caught air. She glided toward the far side of the grotto and was just gaining altitude when Raef’s amber roared.

Vedron soared up and out of the grotto and winged above a stand of spruce. Her talons slapped the treetops, spraying snow everywhere. Rylan looked over his shoulder. Kréos and Raef were diving toward him, but they went right by the grotto without stopping.

The big onyx swept in behind Kréos. Rylan recognized it as Bellicor, Aarik’s old mount. A gangly tow-haired teen was riding him. The two burly auburns were close behind it. All four dragons took the bait, thank the ancients. Now Rylan had to make his plan work.

He guided Vedron toward the Blighted Lands, a stretch of dying forest he’d visited during his self-imposed exile. Between the tangled and decaying dead citadels and the bridgeboughs still holding them up, there were countless places for Rylan and Vedron to hide. He just had to make it there, and Kréos was closing the distance.

“Be a good little boy,” Raef hollered, “and land before I make you land.”

Rylan shouted over his shoulder, “Send your friends away and maybe I will.”

Raef laughed. Rylan glanced back and saw Raef lifting a barbed javelin overhead. “Land, Rylan. Now.”

Vedron swept around a massive tree trunk, wind whipping Rylan’s hair. Ahead lay the patch of dead citadels. It looked like a wasteland. The canopy was gone. Fallen trunks and twisted dead bridgeboughs lay over one another. A good many trees – dead and half-rotted, too – were still standing. Citadels took decades to decay, and the dead trees were still propping one another up through their interconnected boughs.

Raef’s javelin whistled by Rylan’s ear and clinked off Vedron’s barbs. Another quick glance showed Raef drawing a second javelin from his quiver. The onyx and the two auburns were close behind him, their riders also gripping javelins.

Rylan focused on a knot of dead trees ahead. “Exhalo, Vedron!”

They swept down to the tangled morass. Vedron spit a thin stream of acid onto the rough, powdery bark, and a white mist billowed outward. Rylan closed his eyes, and Vedron dove into the cloud.

Even shut tight, Rylan’s eyes began to sting. His nostrils burned. He opened his eyes, blinked tears away, and pointed to another dead section of trees. “Again, Vedron.”

She swerved down and to the right and spat another stream of acid. A cloud burst from the rotted trees.

Raef hollered behind them. “You think we can’t just fly around them?”

Rylan knew they could, but it was slowing them down just enough. He searched for the tree he’d spotted the last time they’d flown through the area.

Vedron twisted her head side to side and dipped. A javelin whistled past Rylan’s head.

At last he found the dead tree with the big decayed lynx burrow. “Exhalo,” Rylan said, focusing on it. “We can hide in there.”

Rylan held his breath, and Vedron bathed the tree in acid. Vedron winged into the cloud and clamped her talons to the dying bark. Then she climbed through the burrow hole, into the hollowed-out interior, and down the inside of the tree.

Rylan’s nostrils felt like they were full of hornets. He pinched his nose, but that only made it worse, so he let go and gasped for air. The mist had thinned slightly. He put his fist over his mouth and coughed into it. The stinging in his nose eased a bit.

Vedron crept downward, clinging to the rotted wood inside the tree. Time, wind, and weather had combined to hollow out a vertical tunnel, wide as a wagon path. Rylan held the saddle horn and squeezed the padded restraints with his thighs to keep from falling. There was just enough light to see their way down the hollow trunk, but would Raef follow them?

When they reached a particularly soft section of wood with a pinhole of light coming through from the outside, Rylan ordered Vedron to stop and made the hole bigger with his knife. Peering through it, he saw Raef and the others flying between the dead trees in random patterns, probably to cover more ground as they searched for him. They seemed to be heading away from his position.

“All right, Vedron. Keep going.”

They climbed down near the bottom of the trunk, and Vedron poked her head out.

“Show me, girl,” Rylan told her.

Vedron gurgled; then she showed Rylan the forest through her eyes. The other dragons were high overhead, spread further apart than moments ago.

“Go on. Drop, girl.”

Vedron let go, and the forest floor rushed toward them. They spilled out from the broken bottom of the trunk, Vedron spread her wings with hardly a sound, and they flew toward the Diamondflow.
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ELEVEN: RYLAN

Rylan steered Vedron low over a broad, snow-dappled valley toward a gargantuan cave opening. They scattered a herd of elk at a stream and flew into the cave’s mouth, which was wide enough for three dragons to fly abreast. Rylan guided Vedron along a gentle curve, feeling like he was headed down the gullet of some massive drake, and spotted Willow and Blythe on a plateau of rock. Helianthus sat on her haunches near them, eyeing Vedron as she and Rylan approached.

Beyond them, Velox was pacing on his wing joints and glaring at the hulking indurium. He whipped his tail back and forth and slammed it on the stone floor. Velox was both quick to anger and quick to attack, always an errant growl away from spitting acid. Helianthus snapped her gaze back to Velox and made a strange clucking sound that Rylan swore was mockery.

Vedron landed on a stretch of smooth stone. As soon as Rylan dismounted, she growled her way past Helianthus and rubbed heads with Velox. Their twisting horns clacked, and both dragons started trilling at the massive indurium.

“Obduro. Tutamentum.” Willow told Helianthus to guard the cave entrance and pointed her there with her crop, surely to distract the proud indurium from the pestering umbrals. Helianthus huffed and lumbered into place.

Willow rounded on Rylan. “Mind telling me how this backwoods wench knew we were meeting?”

Before Rylan could speak, Blythe said, “Such manners… What would your father say?”

“I don’t want to hear a word about my father coming from your—”

“The Knives knew about your little meeting,” Blythe said icily. “I found out from them.”

Willow glared at Rylan. “You said she wasn’t a Knife anymore.”

“I’m on, what you might call, an indefinite hiatus,” Blythe said. “And don’t get your undies in a bunch, Princess, especially when I just saved your life.”

“I’m not a princess.”

Blythe looked Willow over, then glanced at Helianthus. “Sure seems like it from where I’m standing.”

Willow clenched her jaw. “I’m starting to feel manipulated, Rylan. You better start convincing me I haven’t been.”

“I swear,” Rylan said, “I knew nothing about her coming. We haven’t seen each other since before the Sundering.”

“He’s telling the truth,” Blythe said, “and so am I. As I said, I learned about your little meeting from a friend who’s close to Raef, and he got it from someone in Valdavyn.”

Willow’s brows jumped. “Someone in Valdavyn…? You’re sure?”

“I wasn’t there, so no, not exactly, but that’s what my man said. Anyway, when Raef heard about the sudden change to your itinerary, he figured it was to do with the shard everyone’s talking about.” She paused for a second. “Was he right?”

Willow raised a hand toward Rylan. “Don’t answer that.” Then she turned back to Blythe. “You were a captain in the Red Knives.”

“I was, dearie, but my beloved and I were also working with your father to broker peace.”

“Be that as it may, what makes you think I’m going to say anything of import in front of you?”

Blythe looked mad enough to spit. “You should know better than to look a gift drake in the mouth. You need allies. Badly. Rylan killed one of Llorn’s top men, who he’d sent to fetch the shard. Did you know that? They’re on his scent, and now they’re on yours. So how about I tell you what I know, and you tell me what in seven hells is going on? Even a princess from Valdavyn should be able to see that’s in her best interests.”

Willow drew the ceremonial knife from her belt. “Call me ‘princess’ one more time…”

Vedron gurgled, and Velox swung his head toward Willow. Helianthus stared at them and lashed her tail so fast it made a whoomp sound that echoed down the tunnel.

Blythe smiled and pointed to Willow’s blade. “What are you going to do with that?”

Rylan rushed between them. “I’m begging you, Blythe. Stop fanning the flames.” He turned to Willow. “And you, take the kettle off the fire before it boils over. How many times have you told me that knowledge is power? She already knows about the shard, so let’s hear her out.”

Willow adjusted her grip on her knife, then she blew out a pent-up breath, shoved the knife into its sheath, and walked away. The dragons relaxed.

“Answer me this,” Willow said to Blythe. “If you had some great row with Llorn, why are any of his Knives speaking to you?”

“Because many Knives still believe in what Aarik was trying to do. In their eyes, Llorn’s a traitor who doesn’t deserve to wear the crown.”

“Will they side with you against him?”

“Start a mutiny?” Blythe laughed. “No, I wouldn’t go that far. But they’ll take the drinks I offer them. They’ll pass me a bit of knowledge here and there.”

Willow reached into her coat, pulled out the blackened shard, and held it in her open palm.

Blythe squinted at it. “It’s black…”

“How astute,” Willow said; then she asked Rylan, “Who else knows about this?”

“The entire Holt, apparently.”

“I’m serious, Rylan. Does Merida know?”

Rylan nodded.

“Who else?”

“No one.”

“Not even Lorelei?”

Blythe stiffened at that, but Rylan ignored her. “I never told her,” he said, doing his best to hide his embarrassment. “I swear. The only people I told were Aunt Merida and you.”

Willow seemed to weigh that for a moment; then she nodded. “We should get her away from the abbey.”

Rylan agreed, but it wouldn’t be easy. “We can try, but I doubt she’ll leave.”

“If not,” Willow said, “I’ll have someone watch the abbey.”

“That’s all well and good,” Blythe said, “but what happens when you’re no longer the acting imperator?”

“We’ll worry about that then.” Willow waggled the shard at Blythe. “Any idea how far news of this will spread?”

Blythe shrugged. “Not far. Llorn wouldn’t want too many people to know. He’s got enough heat on him as it is.”

“If the Knives don’t have the shard,” Willow said, “what’s Llorn planning to do with Strages?”

“Word is Morraine is keeping him asleep somehow. But I also heard he’s fighting her, trying to escape.”

If it was true, Rylan knew they had to hurry.

Willow said, “They’ve been attacking several fortifications – small fortresses, watchtowers, and the like – along the frontier. They strike quickly and fall back, hoping to keep us off guard and prevent us from pinning them down. But Llorn must have bigger plans for the shard. Any idea what they are?”

“None,” Blythe said. “I’m not sure even Llorn knows. They’re on their heels right now, but I’d place money he’d go for Brevin or maybe Skjalgard. Try to establish a base of operations, see if he can keep it. Expand from there.”

Willow paced and chewed her thumbnail. Then she glanced at Rylan. “You wanted my advice.”

“Yes. I need to figure out what to do with the bloody shard. If it falls into Llorn’s hands, he’ll finish what he started. Give it to you and you become a target. Give it to the empire and we lose control of it for good.” Rylan paused. “And then there’s Yeriel.”

“What about her?”

“She’s the only other player in this game. She knows about the shard. She must. Maybe we could go to her and learn more about it, perhaps learn how to prevent what feels like a brewing war. But if we do, we put ourselves in her power, and I have no way of knowing what she might do. I can’t even tell if she’s on our side.”

Willow stopped pacing. “It seems to me you dismissed what value the Holt could get from this shard.”

Blythe snorted. “I knew it. She wants it for herself.”

Willow ignored her. “A few days ago, Azariah Andrinus was spotted fleeing Hrindegaard.”

Rylan tried and failed to understand where she might be headed. “So?”

“He’s a former illustra and the man” – she waggled the shard in the air – “who had access to this for decades. You think he doesn’t know something about how to control Strages?”

“Even if he does, what are the chances he’d tell you? He’d likely want the shard for himself.”

“So maybe we don’t give him the opportunity.”

“He may give you no choice.”

Willow seemed unfazed. “I’ll manage Azariah, one way or another. I say we try to talk to him, see what options that gives us.”

Vedron flew further down the tunnel, and Velox gave chase in an impromptu game of catch-tail. Rylan kept one eye on them. Viridians weren’t the biggest dragon breed, but they could still crush Rylan, Blythe, and Willow if their game got out of hand.

When it was clear they weren’t coming closer, he said to Willow, “You’re playing with fire.”

Willow narrowed her eyes at him. “In case you haven’t noticed, there’s fire all around us. The quintarchs have begun setting up camps in the Holt. We found one not ten miles from Glaeyand.”

“You’re the imperator,” Blythe said. “Tell them to leave.”

“I do, and they usually oblige, but it’s taking longer each time. What’s worse, the illustrae are preparing to awaken two more paragons.”

Rylan hadn’t even considered it. “That’s impossible.”

“You willing to bet control of the Holt on that?”

“It took years to prepare Ancris. Even if they found some other way to awaken them, they’d be mad to do it.”

“No, not mad. They’re scared, Rylan, and scared people will do anything to not feel scared anymore. So unless you want to let our dear brother Kalden decide whether their armies will march into the Holt – and he’s already making noises like he’ll allow it – I need leverage. A paragon would give me that.”

Blythe threw her arms into the air. “Will you listen to her, Rylan? She’s dying to become another quintarch.”

Willow jabbed a finger at her. “Don’t act dumb. There won’t be a Holt if the empire marches down on them from the mountains. They’ll decimate the Red Knives and occupy the forest indefinitely. They’ll have completed what they started in the Talon Wars; then they’ll rip up the Covenant, carve the Holt into chunks, and divvy them up among the quintarchs.” She whirled around to Rylan. “But if we had Strages, we could put down Llorn’s resistance and keep the empire at bay.”

“I thought of that,” Rylan said. “But what happens to Strages then?”

Willow paused and pursed her lips. “I don’t know, but I sure as hells know it’ll be better than what Llorn would do with him. Or what the quintarchs or Yeriel would for that matter. Give me time to find Azariah. You and I will speak to him, see if he’ll help us. We can decide what to do with the shard then.”

Rylan didn’t much like the plan, but the other options were worse. With Willow, at least, he had someone he felt he could trust. He couldn’t say the same for anyone else he might give the shard to. “Fine,” he said, “but don’t take any chances with him.”

Willow rolled her eyes, stopped, and nodded gracefully. “I’ll be careful.”

Rylan held his hand out. “I’ll keep the shard until then.”

Willow turned the shard over in her hand, held it a little too long for Rylan’s liking, then tossed it to him. “How will I get hold of you?”

“Send word to Hollis. He’ll know how to reach me.”

Willow made to leave, but paused. “Take care, Rylan.”

“And you, Imperator.”

Without a word of parting or even a glance toward Blythe, she mounted Helianthus and flew out of the tunnel.

Blythe watched her go, then spat on the stone ground. “Ungrateful bitch. So what now? Where are you headed?”

“I’m not sure, actually.” The old lynx burrow where he’d made camp for the past few months was a short flight, but that territory was dangerous. Raef and his cronies would likely scour it, and he’d probably leave a Knife there as a lookout. Rylan couldn’t risk it.

Blythe sighed. “I suppose you better come with me.”

Despite the theatrics, Rylan could tell she was earnest, but he still wasn’t sure if he should accept her offer. He’d been isolated for so long his first instinct was to go it alone. But then he thought of their time growing up in Thicket: the two of them swimming naked in the Vagabond, stealing a jug of syris from the back of a delivery wagon and downing it on a lazy summer afternoon, climbing a citadel with cat’s claws far higher than they should have.

“I suppose I can stomach your presence for a time,” he said, hiding his smile with a turn toward Vedron. “Where to?”

Blythe put two fingers in her mouth and whistled. Velox bat-crawled toward her over the smooth tunnel floor. “A mole hole near Tallow.” The viridian lay flat, and Blythe vaulted up and into the saddle.

“Sounds lovely.” Rylan summoned Vedron, and she swooped over with a playful whump of her wings.

“It isn’t. It’s Krannock’s place, and it’s got fuck-all for furnishings, but it’s got a tub and a pair of beds, a stove, and a pantry stocked with beer. What more can you ask for?”

“Honestly?” Rylan climbed Vedron’s harness and slid into the saddle. “Not much.”
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TWELVE: LORELEI

Lorelei pushed open the door of Bothymus’s eyrie stall and ran her hand down the smooth scales of his neck. Bothymus, his silvery blue scales shining in the eyrie’s dim light, leaned into the movement. He made a call like a mourning dove, albeit a very loud one, and bumped her chest with his snout.

Lorelei, shoved backward, regained her balance, gripped his broad head with both hands, and pressed her forehead to his. “I missed you too, boy.”

Skjalgard’s eyrie was a proper, land-bound building, a wooden structure with a slate roof that could house fifteen or even twenty dragons in a pinch. The day unseasonably warm, the eyrie’s rolling doors had been opened to let in a breeze. Snowmelt gurgled in the gutters. Drummond and Creed were at the stables, getting horses and provisions for their journey to find Kressa, but Lorelei had come to the eyrie to say goodbye to Bothymus before they left.

In a stall closer to the eyrie doors, a brass dragon jutted its head up over the wall and trilled like a nightingale. The silver next to it hissed, then trilled very much like the brass. Both dragons had glowing fetters on their bridles. Bothymus did not. He didn’t need a fetter. He and Lorelei had been forging a bond for months, and Lorelei refused to use one on him any longer. She wasn’t sure their bond was complete, but she liked to think so. Or maybe a bond was never truly complete. Maybe it was more like a lasting friendship, something they’d need to put effort toward to keep strong.

“That’s okay with me,” she said. “You’re worth it, boy.”

Bothymus blinked his moonstone eyes, spread his frills, and gurgled softly, and a vision of the eyrie in Ancris flashed through Lorelei’s mind.

“I want to go home, too,” Lorelei said, “but I need to go to the forest first.”

Bothymus shook his head, and Lorelei saw a vision of him bearing her through the trees.

“I know you want to come,” she told him, “but Creed and I are going on horseback. A man’s taking us to find Kressa. I told you about her, remember?” She scratched the wattle under his chin. “It’s really important we find her.”

Bothymus stared down at her. Then he gurgled and rubbed one of his midnight blue horns against her shoulder.

“They’ll take good care of you here, I promise.” Lorelei wondered how Vedron would have reacted if Rylan had to leave her for a while. Vedron was young and excitable. She would have pounded her tail and whined for Rylan to stay. But Bothymus was older and had the even temper of an indurium besides.

Bothymus keened, and a vision of Rylan and Vedron flying toward a floating island flashed through Lorelei’s mind. It was just before their final meeting at The Bent Tulip in the floating remains of Ancris.

“I miss them, too,” Lorelei said.

She could still feel the girlish tickle in her stomach as she’d kissed Rylan’s cheek. The feeling intensified as she remembered his shock and the smile that followed.

“Wherever you are,” Lorelei whispered, “I hope you’re safe.”

Hearing footsteps and the clop of hooves, Lorelei gave Bothymus’s snout one last rub. “See you in a few days.”

She left the stall, wound her way past a pair of eyrie hands mucking out the next stall over, and left the eyrie. In the fortress courtyard beyond, Creed was walking toward her, holding the reins of two horses: a dappled gray mare and a black stallion. Behind him, near the gates, Drummond was on a sorrel gelding. Creed’s height and muscular frame somehow made the horses look small, while Drummond, bent and diminutive, had the opposite effect.

Lorelei mounted the gray mare, then they rode from the eyrie. It was then she noticed that all of their saddle bags were filled to nearly bursting.

“You told me it would only take a few days,” she said.

“I said it might,” Drummond replied.

“Okay, but you look like a one-man caravan. Your poor horse looks like it might topple over.”

“Better to have too much than too little, me mam always said.”

“Unless we’re talking about lice,” Creed said.

“Or house guests,” Lorelei added.

“Yes, yes, very funny, but I imagine you’ll change your tune if Kressa’s fled to the mountains.”

As they plodded into Skjalgard proper, Lorelei made a silent prayer she hadn’t.

They clopped along the cobbles of Piccary Hill, and Creed took off his tricorn and wiped his brow with his sleeve. For a moment, the sun and shadows intensified his rugged good looks. “Just how dangerous is this woman?”

“Oh, I wouldn’t call her dangerous as such,” Drummond said. “Just private, like. Her feathers get ruffled when people show up unannounced.”

Lorelei could appreciate that, but the life of an inquisitor was often as much about ruffling feathers as it was anything else. She just hoped, when all was said and done, Kressa would be able to help them reveal more about the final days of the Ruining and the parts Faedryn, Alra, and the paragons had played in it.

They left Skjalgard, passed Briarmount Abbey, and entered the forest. Time passed quickly as Drummond regaled them with stories about his exploits along the Diamondflow. The man had been to Gorminion, Olgasus, and back. He was an avid gambler and seemed to take joy in it. His bloodhounding had run him afoul of the law many times, and sometimes he’d paid for it in hard labor. He’d even helped recover the Sylvan Tapestry, though Lorelei wondered just how much he was stretching the truth in that wild tale.

Hours later, as the sky darkened and the forest fell into shadow, the wind began to pick up. Drummond raised a hand, and they stopped. He climbed down from his horse, rooted through a leather bag at his belt, and pulled out a smudge wand made of tightly wrapped sage. He lit it, and the stiff breeze carried the smoke toward the citadel trees on their left. Drummond wandered from the horses, raising the wand high, then lowering it, watching the smoke curl between the trees.

Creed glowered at him. “How can a stream of smoke on the wind tell you anything?”

“You’re making the same mistake most folk do,” Drummond said without so much as a glance back. “I’m not looking where the wind is taking the smoke.” He took a step forward and passed a hand through the smoke trail, sending gray whorls upward. “I’m looking for deviations from its natural course. Those deviations, subtle as they are, tell me where to go. Like now.” He pointed to a gap between two citadels ahead and to the right. “We’re that way.”

Creed stared at Drummond. Lorelei knew he didn’t completely trust Drummond – Lorelei didn’t either – but there was something about the quirky fellow’s unshakable confidence that made her think Drummond could do what he said.

Drummond extinguished the wand, tucked it back in his leather bag, and they rode along the path he’d indicated. As they crested a small rise, it started to rain.

“Could I do it?” Creed asked as they headed down toward a burbling stream.

“What, the smudging?” Drummond shrugged. “Maybe. I’m not the only bloodhound who’s ever lived. But I doubt it. Few people have the gift.”

“Bloodhounding…” Lorelei scrunched her nose. “It’s not a very good name, is it?”

“Never much liked it meself. I prefer pathfinder, but no one knows what I’m talking about when I say it.”

Lorelei guided her horse around a mossy boulder. “Do you use aura, like shepherds do?”

“Shepherds…” Drummond hawked and spat. “Talk about thieves. They stole their spells from the druins.”

“Okay, but that doesn’t—”

“No, it’s not like a spell at all. It’s a knack, plain and simple.”

“Someone must have taught it to you,” Creed said, ducking an elm branch.

“Indeed, my inquisitive friend. Me mam taught me, just like her mam taught her. It’s been with us further back than the Kin have been in this here forest. Further back than the forest itself, maybe. I think on a thing and I can find it.”

“Anything?” Lorelei asked.

Drummond glanced at her. “Let me guess. You want to find Gonsalond or Yeriel or maybe Strages’ shard.”

“Well, yes!”

Drummond chuckled. “Old Drummond would be a fool to look for any of those things, now, wouldn’t he?”

“Yes, but could you?”

Drummond shrugged. “Not really sure, to be honest. I need to know something about what I’m looking for. I need to have seen it, touched it, or, if it’s a person, spoken to them, maybe shook their hand. It helps. It’s necessary, even. Plus, the magic around Gonsalond? The veil? Well, I reckon whoever made it is a bit more powerful than me. No chance I could pierce the veil, even if I had been to Gonsalond before.”

The rain grew to a steady hiss, and they pulled out their cloaks and donned them. They rode over another small rise, rounded a citadel, and came across a strange tree in a clearing. It looked like a spruce, but it was taller than a typical spruce, and some thirty feet up, its trunk split into a dozen smaller trunks. It looked like a candelabra with conical tufts of green needles in place of the flames.

“Have you ever seen the like?” Lorelei asked.

Creed shook his head. Drummond dismounted and reached into one of his bulky saddlebags. He relit his smudge wand and held what looked like a reed hat over it to keep the rain from dousing it. His horse’s reins in hand, he ambled past the candelabra tree. “This way.”

Over the next hour, with Drummond walking and Creed and Lorelei riding, they passed several more oddly shaped spruce trees. One split into three trunks, each of which split again. Another was more like four trees that met twenty feet off the ground, creating a shelter of sorts. Drummond stood under it to get out of the rain, but after staying there for a few minutes, he seemed not to know where they should go next. He puckered his face like a dried apricot, stepped back into the rain, and pointed left. “We’re getting close.”

Another tree they passed resembled a forest creature climbing out of the earth, wooden limbs, rib cage, bent head, and all. Lorelei couldn’t decide if it was a single tree or a merging of several.

Soon the rain became a deluge, roaring against the citadels and turning the needle bed into a swamp.

“We should go back to that shelter!” Creed bellowed.

Drummond seemed not to have heard him. He was intently watching the smoke rise from his smudge wand, rain pelting his cloak and reed hat. “We’re almost there!”

Drummond doused the wand and stuffed both it and the hat back into the saddlebag. Then he mounted, snapped the reins, and rode off in haste. Creed and Lorelei followed.

They came to a gully thick with myrtle and boxwood and a stream of rainwater gushing down along it. Drummond rode into it.

“You sure we’re headed the right way?” Lorelei shouted.

“I’m sure!” Drummond hollered back.

Lorelei thought she saw movement beyond a stand of bushes, but when she looked again, there was nothing but sheets of rain. “Did you see that?”

Creed shook his head. “I can’t see anything in this mess. We need to find shelter!”

Just then Drummond jerked, stared down at his arm, and slumped forward in his saddle. He fell from his horse and splashed into the muddy water.

“What in the seven hells—” Creed said, then he grunted and pulled something from his neck – a long black barb or maybe a thorn. “Lorelei, run!” Then he slumped forward, toppled from his saddle, and fell to the ground with a spray of mud. Lorelei reined her horse around and scanned the gully. Nothing but rain, bushes, and citadels above them. She drew her rapier.

“By order of Quintarch Lucran, show yourselves!”

Something pinched the back of her neck. She reached up, felt something sticking out of her skin, and yanked it. It was the same sort of black thorn that had struck Creed. Then her vision blurred as if she’d fallen into the sea, and she felt herself tip sideways.

She tried to grab the saddle horn, tried to clutch the reins, but her hands were numb and stiff.

Her sword fell from her grasp. Then she pitched over and landed hard on the wet ground. Her breath whooshed from her lungs; pain flared in her right shoulder. She could barely breathe. How deadly was the poison on the thorn? Her eyes fluttered closed. She fought to open them and saw a dark figure pushing through the boxwood. Something grabbed her leg and dragged her along the wet ground. It was the last she remembered.
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THIRTEEN: LORELEI

Lorelei woke briefly to someone slapping her face. It felt distant and dreamlike, and she soon fell back asleep.

Was she drunk?

No. She remembered the rain. Being stung. Being poisoned.

She had the worst cottonmouth she’d ever had. She felt another slap and cracked her eyes open, saw wooden clogs poking out from under a yellow dress. She tried to lift her head to see who they belonged to, but her head was too heavy. Her eyes closed again.

The next slap made Lorelei’s ears ring. She forced her eyes open, clenched her teeth, and managed to lift her head this time.

An old woman with deep wrinkles and gray hair in a ragged bun glared back at her. Only then, as Lorelei tried to lift her arm to push the woman away, did she realize she was bound to a recess in the wall by… good gods, branches or roots that sprouted from the bare wood. The large, circular space before her looked like it had been carved out from wood, a burrow of some sort.

The woman snapped her fingers in front of Lorelei’s eyes. “You with me yet?” She wore a blue shawl around her shoulders.

“Are you Kressa?” Lorelei croaked.

The crone’s face puckered, deepening the furrows around her mouth and eyes. “So you were after me,” she said. “Tell me, then, why are you and your bloodhound friend sniffing around for me?”

Lorelei remembered then that she hadn’t come alone. “Where are they? What have you done with them?”

Kressa goggled at her, then pointed to Lorelei’s left and right. “Right there, fool.”

Creed was hanging on her left, bound by branches in a recess like hers, which was why she hadn’t spotted him earlier. His eyes were closed, and his head was hanging forward. To her right, Drummond was bound in the same manner.

In the middle of the room, a crackling fire burned in a fire pit surrounded by red bricks. An iron chimney routed smoke through a hole in the ceiling. A mishmash of carpets lay on the floor, and a wicker basket filled with yarn, knitting needles, and what looked to be a half-finished, sage-green blanket sat on a rocking chair in the corner. Shelves with all kinds of jars, vials, and perfume bottles lined the walls. On the far wall, a door was cracked open, giving view of the forest. The rain had turned to snow, and a light dusting covered the ground.

Kressa pinched Lorelei’s cheeks and squeezed hard. “Who are you?”

“Lorelei Aurelius,” she said as calmly as she could manage.

Kressa released Lorelei with a rough shove. “You used a fecking bloodhound to find me, Lorelei Aurelius. Why?”

Before Lorelei could answer, the door groaned wide, and a snow-covered figure darkened the doorway. It was like a tree come to life. Its chest was a weave of brown branches, its limbs a twisted braiding of the same. Its head was a gnarled, flame-shaped knot with thin branches like roughly chopped, green-tipped hair. Where its eyes should have been, emerald flames glowed like a pair of wisps. Dryads were supposed to be tales out of myth, but what could the creature be if not one?

Kressa swung her head toward it and said, “Well?”

The branches of the dryad’s head rustled, causing snow to fall from the tiny leaves. Its eyes flickered like guttering green candles.

“You’re sure?” Kressa asked.

It rustled again, then, with a sound like branches snapping, loped toward an alcove in the wall next to the shelves.

“Godsdammit, Marshmallow, wipe your feet! How many times do I have to tell you?”

Marshmallow stopped, walked back to the horsehair carpet, and wiped the gnarl of knots and twisted branches that made up its feet. As it headed back toward the alcove, Lorelei noticed black thorns along the backs of its arms, shoulders, and back. The ones near its spindly hands were short as cat’s claws, but those along its shoulders were closer to leather-sewing needles, like the barb Lorelei had pulled from her neck.

At the alcove, the dryad crouched, wrapped its arms around its knees, and leaned backward. Its eyes winked out and it went still in an uncanny impersonation of a hibernating firethorn.

“Now,” Kressa said, returning her attention to Lorelei, “you, dearie, were about to tell me why two imperial inquisitors came snooping in the Holt for Old Kressa.”

Lorelei stammered, “P-please, we mean you no harm.”

Kressa cackled. “That’s what they all say, especially the quintarchs’ assassins.”

“We found a portion of the Book of the Holt.”

Kressa’s eyes narrowed. “You’re lying.”

“It’s a copy, but I believe it’s a faithful translation of Rygmora’s writing. One of the passages mentions you.”

“So?”

“So I was hoping you could help us learn more about Faedryn, Strages, and the other paragons.”

“I don’t know anything about them!”

“Maybe not, but if we speak to the trees, as Rygmora did—”

Kressa huffed loudly. “The empire hasn’t stolen enough from us? Now you want Rygmora’s secrets, too?”

Resisting the empire was ingrained in practically everyone who lived in the Holt. Lorelei could understand that, but she had to make clear what was at stake. “Faedryn spent years manipulating Illustra Azariah. He manipulated the other illustrae, too, and it led to Ancris’s destruction. But that’s only the beginning. He did it so he could free himself from his prison.”

“Free himself how?”

“We don’t know yet. That’s why I want to ask the trees what happened at the Ruining. What led up to it.”

Kressa stared deep into Lorelei’s eyes. “You’re lying. You just want Rygmora’s ritual for yourself.”

“No!” She tilted her head toward Creed. “Wake up my partner. He’ll tell you the same.”

Kressa stared hard at Creed. “I’ve suffered endless waves of you mountain folk asking about Rygmora, butting in where you’re not wanted, trying to take our rituals like you’re owed them. The shepherds are the worst, hiding behind the word of Alra to commit their sins, but you inquisitors are nearly as bad.”

“I apologize for them, but I promise you, this is for the good of everyone. Faedryn is awake. He’s destroyed Ancris. And he won’t stop there.”

“And how would you know?”

“Because I felt him.”

Kressa burst into a fit of cackling that dwindled to a wet cough. She hacked and spat into the fire. “You wouldn’t know the first thing about Faedryn.”

“You’re wrong. I felt him in the maze. He was being choked by roots.”

Kressa’s eyes thinned. “You’re no ferrywoman.”

“No, I’m not.” Lorelei had to be careful not to liken herself to Yzolde, Kressa’s granddaughter. “I was with an indurium dragon named Bothymus. He led me into the maze.”

“More lies.”

“It’s the truth! Faedryn will try to finish what he started. Make us worship him instead of Alra. We’re all threatened if he escapes his prison. I wouldn’t have come all this way if I didn’t fear what he would do once he’s freed.”

“You would if your quintarch ordered you to.” Kressa shuffled over to the shelves and took down two jars, one of green liquid, the other red. She carried them to the fire pit and placed a small black pot on the coals.

“What are you doing?” Lorelei asked.

“I’ve heard enough.” She opened the green jar and poured some of the liquid into the pot. “Maybe when you turn up missing, the others will learn not to wander this way.”

“I’m telling you the truth!”

Kressa hummed as she poured the red liquid and mixed the concoction with a wooden spoon. She added an extra, smaller dash of the red and continued to stir. An acrid smell filled the burrow. Creed stirred, lolled his head, and went back to sleep.

“Creed,” Lorelei hissed. “Creed!”

He half opened his eyes and looked around.

“We’re in the shit, Creed,” Lorelei told him. “Deep in it, you hear me? Kressa is going to poison us!”

“Don’t worry, dearie,” Kressa said. “It tastes a bit foul, but you won’t feel much.”

Creed raised his head slowly and struggled against the branches holding him.

Kressa grabbed the handle of the pot, lifted it from the coals, and shuffled toward Lorelei.

“Leave her alone,” Creed growled.

Kressa glanced at him on the way to Lorelei. She picked up the liquid-coated spoon and held it to Lorelei’s lips. Lorelei pressed her lips tight and twisted her head away from the foul-smelling brew.

“Would you rather I put it up your nose?” Kressa asked.

Creed bellowed. His face turned red, and the muscles along his neck stood out like catgut. A branch snapped, and Creed’s right arm extended out. He lunged and snatched Kressa’s wrist.

Kressa screamed and tried to wrench her arm away, but couldn’t. “Marshmallow!” she bawled.

Marshmallow’s eyes lit its alcove green. The dryad stood, popping and snapping, and pounded over the carpets toward Creed.

Creed let Kressa’s wrist go, and Kressa tumbled to the floor, pot and spoon splashing brown liquid on the carpet. “Now look what you’ve done!”

Creed managed to grab Marshmallow’s branchlike wrist and hold it, but Marshmallow sprouted fingers and clutched Creed’s neck. Its other arm formed into a spear.

Lorelei writhed and struggled but couldn’t break her bonds. “Leave him alone!”

“Go on, Marshmallow,” Kressa snarled, clambering up from the floor. “He doesn’t deserve a quiet death.”

Marshmallow reared the spear back.

“Marshmallow, stop!” Yzolde yelled from the open doorway.
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FOURTEEN: LORELEI

Marshmallow made no move to lower its spear arm.

Kressa spun to face her granddaughter. “What are you doing here?”

Yzolde stepped inside and closed the door behind her. “Making sure you don’t make another mistake.”

Lorelei had no idea what mistake Kressa had made, but given what the old woman had been about to do, it had likely been serious. Lorelei was desperate to say something to defuse the situation but stifled the urge, fearing she would only anger Kressa.

“This is my land.” Kressa picked up the spilled pot and dropped the spoon into it with a dull clunk. “No one tells me what to do here, not even you.”

“Grandma, they have good reasons for being here. Now, tell Marshmallow to put his arm down so I can explain.”

Drummond lifted his head and stared about. “Oy!” His eyes went wide as a startled deer’s. “What’s this all about?” He seemed to suddenly notice Marshmallow. “And what the fuck is that bloody thing?”

Kressa glared at him. “Let the man go, Marshmallow.”

Marshmallow lowered its spear arm. Creed let go of its wrist, and the dryad lumbered backward.

“Good,” Yzolde said. “Now, release them so that we can have a proper talk.”

“Release them?”

“Yes. They know things we don’t, and we’re going to need all the help we can get.” When Kressa merely stood there glowering, Yzolde shouted, “Now, Grandma!”

Kressa looked down at the stained carpet. “That was my favorite carpet.” She walked back toward the fire pit and set the pot down near several others. “Go on, Éoralynn” – she stomped her foot on the carpet twice – “release them.”

The branches withdrew from Lorelei, Creed, and Drummond with a snake-like hiss. Creed staggered forward. Lorelei, still woozy from the poison, put her hands on her knees and took a moment to breathe.

Drummond collapsed to the floor in a heap. “Fuuucking hells.” Lorelei rushed over and helped him up.

“Let’s sit here,” Yzolde said, indicating a space on the carpet.

Drummond staggered over and plopped down cross-legged.

Lorelei and Creed sat on the carpet near Drummond. Yzolde joined them. Kressa slowly cleaned off the rocking chair and lowered herself into it. Then she picked up her needles and yarn and started knitting. Marshmallow crept back into its alcove.

Drummond shook his head and mumbled to himself, “What did you get yourself into this time, Drummond?”

“How did you know we were here?” Lorelei asked Yzolde.

“It wasn’t hard to figure out when word got around you left town on horseback with a bloodhound.”

“Oy,” Drummond said, “I was performing a simple service. I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“You knew I didn’t want them coming after my grandmother, Drummond.”

“Well, why don’t you just get to the part about why you’re here?”

Yzolde seemed to collect herself. “I took on an apprentice a few years ago, a young man named Rhodri. He’s a bit of a wonder. Earned his journeyman’s clasp before he turned seventeen, the youngest in a century. He’s bright, sharp-witted, keeps the passengers calm.”

“You’re going to put them to sleep,” Kressa sneered without looking up from her knitting.

Yzolde glared at her, then said, “Rhodri’s first crossing as a journeyman was three weeks ago. It was supposed to be from Skjalgard to Andalingr and back. I watched him go, and I went back to meet him that evening to see how things went, but he didn’t show up. The following morning, Anaiel, the other ferrywoman you saw me with in Riverhearth, came from Andalingr. The owner of a distillery, a fellow named Findron Barrenstock, claimed Rhodri showed up at his home and threatened his family to vote for Willow Lyndenfell in the election for imperator. But it’s nonsense. Nobody would choose Rhodri to deliver a message like that, and he’s never even met Willow Lyndenfell.”

“How do you know?” Drummond asked.

“Well, I don’t know for certain, but Willow Lyndenfell has proper messengers if she needs them. And Rhodri is gentle as a field mouse. Even if he was asked to deliver that sort of message, he probably would have run off and hidden.”

“Was he taken into custody?” Lorelei asked.

Yzolde shook her head, the flames in the fire pit flickering in her eyes. “Word is he leaped over the railing of the deck outside Barrenstock’s home, dropped into the net, and ran into the forest. No one’s seen him since.”

“Does Rhodri have a grudge of some sort against Barrenstock or his family?” Creed asked.

“Not as far as I know. His first time in Andalingr was when I took him as part of his training.”

“Or so he says,” Creed grumbled.

“I believe him. His family are horse ranchers. They raise a few cattle and goats besides. They hardly ever leave Skjalgard. It’s partly why Rhodri wanted to become a ferryman so badly. He felt cooped up.”

“Fine,” Lorelei said, “but that doesn’t mean there’s no connection. Barrenstock could have come to Skjalgard.”

“He has” – Yzolde took a log from a wood cradle and tossed it into the fire – “but I asked Rhodri’s parents, and they swore he never met the man.”

Creed said, “Well, Rhodri must have had some reason for threatening him.”

Drummond pulled his knees to his chest. “I wouldn’t know Rhodri from Faedryn himself, but a threat like that makes sense from a certain angle.”

“What angle?” Creed asked with a roll of his eyes. “Ass backwards?”

Drummond sneered at him. “You’re dumb as a pack mule sometimes, you know that? Barrenstock is a patrician. He was a steadfast supporter of Marstan Lyndenfell, then Willow after Marstan’s death. But the quintarchs voted against Willow’s inheriting her father’s seat, and Willow’s brother Kalden entered the race. Kalden’s more pliable than his sister. He’ll be more open to the quintarchs’ needs. He started the race with few votes – everyone knew Marstan wanted Willow to take his place – but over time, frustration grew and more sided with Kalden. I’m guessing Barrenstock was close to switching his vote.”

Creed stared at Drummond. “How do you know so much about politics?”

Drummond shrugged. “Call it a hobby.”

“All that may be true,” Yzolde said, “but I’m telling you, Rhodri wouldn’t have done it.”

Lorelei said, “There must have been witnesses.”

“Yes,” Yzolde huffed, “but what I’m saying is, I think Rhodri was forced to deliver the message. When you showed up at the Hearth and started talking about Faedryn, it got me worried. I’ve heard whispers in the maze for years. Many of us have. I wrote them off as echoes of the past, but the whispers have grown stronger of late. They made my skin crawl, if I’m being honest. When you mentioned Faedryn’s manipulating folk, I started asking around. Other ferrymen reported the same, about the whispers, I mean. Anaiel even said they were asking her to do things.”

The confirmation of Lorelei’s fears was more than a little unsettling. “Did the whispers grow stronger around the time Ancris was destroyed?” Yzolde nodded, seeming a bit surprised, and Lorelei nodded back. Faedryn’s reach seemed to have grown after the eruption. Either that or he’d become more bold. Or maybe it was both. “What were the whispers asking Anaiel to do?”

Yzolde shrugged. “She couldn’t say precisely. She said it was like a fading dream. She forgot the precise words after she left the maze. But she remembered the whispering. Their insistence…”

Kressa set her needles down. “Cut to the fucking chase, Yzolde. You think Faedryn forced Rhodri to do those things.”

Yzolde nodded. “I do. And I fear it’s only the beginning. Faedryn is trying to act out, perhaps trying to escape through the maze.” Her look turned hard. “That’s why I came. We need to help the inquisitors, not for their sake, but for ours.”

Kressa adjusted the green blanket in her lap and glanced at Lorelei and Creed. “Well, I don’t know what you expect me to do.”

Yzolde said, “She wants to know what Rygmora might’ve told you. Or if you have a copy of the book.”

“Rygmora never told me anything about Faedryn, and I don’t have a copy of the damned book. You know that!”

“Not the whole book, no.”

Kressa glared at Yzolde.

“You have a part of it?” Lorelei asked.

Yzolde clenched her jaw and glared back at her grandmother.

Kressa threw her head back. “Fine, yes! I have a part of it. Are you happy?”

“You have the most important part,” Yzolde said.

Kressa shrugged and picked up her knitting again. “Well, what good is that going to do anyone? I can’t use it, and neither can you.”

“Use what?” Creed asked.

Yzolde said, “Rygmora gave my grandmother some of her writings that describe the ritual she used to commune with the trees.”

Lorelei put her hand over her mouth to stifle a gasp. It was exactly what she’d been hoping for. “Can we see it?”

Kressa scowled. “It won’t do you any good. You’re an inquisitor, not a druin.”

“She doesn’t need to be one,” Yzolde said. “Rygmora said so herself.”

Kressa jabbed a crooked finger at Lorelei. “She can’t do it! She’s nothing but an imperial—”

“She mastered the maze.”

“She didn’t master it. And it was probably more the indurium than her.”

“Even so, she did it. And she felt Faedryn there.”

“So she says.”

“Grandma, stop. Just show her the pages.”

“She’s no druin,” Kressa repeated, “and she’s from the mountains. She’ll fail!”

“If it only took raw power, you’d have mastered the ritual long ago. It’s to do with one’s ability to listen, to hear them.”

“And you think she can?”

“There’s only one way to find out. If she fails, she leaves. No harm done. But if she succeeds, we might find out what Faedryn wants, what he’s planning, what awakening the paragons really means.”

Kressa continued clicking her needles for a long moment. Then, with a long sigh, she tossed her knitting into the basket and pushed herself off the chair. “Don’t come crying to me if she loses herself in the trees!”

As she shuffled toward the shelves, Yzolde regarded Lorelei. “She isn’t wrong to worry. Many folk who try the ritual simply fail, but some lose their minds forever in the citadels. They become… dumb.”

Lorelei’s experience with Faedryn had heightened her fear of the maze. Yzolde’s warning made it worse. She’d hoped Kressa might be able to perform the ritual. That no longer seemed possible. If it was to be done, Lorelei would have to do it herself. She wished she could talk to her mother one last time before she tried.

Creed’s hand was suddenly on her wrist. “You don’t have to do this. We can talk to Lucran. Get help.”

They could, but Lorelei worried if they left, Kressa might disappear again. She took a deep breath, faced Yzolde, and said, “How do we start?”

Kressa answered. “Read this” – she held out a small stack of papers – “then Yzolde and I will take you to the bramble.”
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FIFTEEN: AZARIAH

Azariah pushed his way through the throng of morning traffic down a busy street in Caldoras. Winter had finally arrived, and the wind in the mountain city bit at his face and hands, but the sun shone brightly, and the sky was clear of clouds. For the crowd of other people on the street, it was surely bright blue, but in Azariah’s second sight it was ash gray. He headed down through the oldest part of the capital toward Sanctirus, a mountain peak that jutted from the city’s rolling landscape.

Azariah’s stores of umbris had been low for months, but he’d used half of his remaining supply a few hours before to make his face broader and more rugged. He wore a priest’s vestment cut in the lowlands style, kept the brim of his black cappello low, and avoided eye contact. Even so, he felt like the woman holding the bread basket on the street corner, and the old woman in the bonnet next to her, recognized him as the one-time illustra of Ancris.

The foot and cart traffic slowed to a crawl, and the woman with the bread basket stood on her tiptoes. “Just lovely,” she said, her breath pluming.

Azariah had helped Vattuo survive the coryza poisoning, but the old iron would need weeks to fully heal, so he had left him near some hot springs, walked to a nearby village, and paid his way into a caravan headed to the capital. Since arriving in Caldoras two days before, he’d been trying to get a lay of the land, but he’d hardly learned the first thing about Camadaea’s patterns, where she’d be the most vulnerable, and how by the Fields of Déu he was going to kidnap her without anyone knowing.

He was off to the shrine at the base of Sanctirus to find out more, but he couldn’t stop thinking about Damika screaming in pain. The soldier caught in Vattuo’s petrifying breath had surely died, but likely quickly. If Damika had lived, they would have had to amputate her petrified arm, and even then, she could still succumb to the wounds and die. Azariah regretted his weakness. He should have fought the Hissing Man harder. He vowed never to let it happen again.

The woman with the bread basket, still on tiptoes, cupped a hand to her mouth. “Get a move on!”

“Didn’t I tell you?” said the other woman. “It’s going to muck things up for months. And don’t believe them when they say everything’ll be fine outside the boundaries. Why are they trying to wake up the old warlock anyway?”

“I don’t know, but I’m going to stay with my sister til the mountain’s settled… Risen…” She chuckled. “Y’know what I mean.”

Damika had told him that Quintarch Zabrienne was planning to awaken Ember. Azariah had prayed to Alra it wasn’t true, but when he arrived in Caldoras, it was all anyone was talking about.

The quintarch’s team of shepherds and alchemysts were mere days from blowing up Mount Sanctirus and the shrine at its base. When that happened, Ember would awaken, just as Strages had. If Camadaea had lobbied Quintarch Zabrienne for Ember’s awakening – and all of Azariah’s research pointed to that being the case – it meant Faedryn wanted it to happen. It was a drastic move, which spoke either to Faedryn’s desperation or his confidence. Azariah reckoned it was the former. With Azariah still alive and likely to move against him, the trickster god likely felt that raising his old allies as quickly as possible was a crucial next step in his plans to break free from his prison. Azariah had no doubt the Church could blow up Sanctirus as planned. The only question was whether he could get to Camadaea in time to stop them.

A few more people stretched their necks to see what was holding up the traffic. Azariah was tall enough to see the top of a wooden crane but little else. Someone shoved him aside, and two constables in black coats and tall hats rode through the crowd on horseback.

“Make way!”

The crowd parted, and the constables rode up to the crane. They barked something at the work crew, and the crowd began moving again. At a four-way crossing, Azariah saw why the crowd was moving so slow. More than half the intersection was cordoned off around a hole the size of a wagon wheel. Next to the hole was a massive pile of dirt. Four men were shoveling the dirt feverishly into a deep-bedded wagon.

Curiously, a team of four horses and a dozen men with a crane were lowering a bluish metallic tube into the hole. The tube was as large as a sewer pipe but shone in Azariah’s second sight like pure indurium. Nothing else looked like that. The tube was worth twenty chests of gold, and four more of them were waiting, half hidden behind the crane.

The Hissing Man was suddenly standing next to Azariah in his tatty black habit, bandages covering his eyes. “I’ll admit,” he rasped, “I didn’t believe it until now.”

“Neither did I,” Azariah said.

A fellow in a straw hat and overalls rode a horse through the crowd near the cordons, nearly trampling a feather-capped courier. “Oy! Jaccan!” When one of the fellows near the crane turned to him, the man said, “There’s trouble at the next drill site.”

The other fellow, Jaccan, pinched the bridge of his hawk-like nose. “What now?”

“The shaft’s cracked.”

Jaccan shook his head and headed toward the man on the horse. “Because you’re drilling too fucking fast, aren’t you?”

“Hey now, I’m just the messenger here.” Straw Hat helped Jaccan onto the back of his horse. “I don’t get paid enough to run a drill!” The two rode off with a clatter of hooves.

The Hissing Man disappeared, and Azariah followed the horse several blocks to a small square, where another work crew was milling around a drilling rig. The rig had a wooden frame and thick leather belts wrapped around a capstan. The capstan was attached to four mules, but they weren’t moving. The cobbles below the wooden frame had been cleared away. A wooden shaft descended into a hole – how far, Azariah couldn’t say, but he could see the crack in the shaft clearly. Jaccan was yelling at a potbellied man with rolled-up sleeves, surely a foreman of some sort, who seemed to be taking the abuse none too happily.

A horse-drawn carriage, white with drawn curtains and Alra’s eight-pointed star on the doors, entered the square. Jaccan ceased dressing down the foreman and walked over to the carriage. Everyone else fell silent. The carriage pulled to a stop near the drilling rig, and the driver, a bald shepherd in a belted white tabard, dropped down and opened the cabin door. The white star on his chest had four points, marking him as a shepherd of the second order. Demetra, a high shepherdess who reported directly to Camadaea, stepped down from the cabin. She had a shaved head, and also wore a belted tabard but with eight points and two circles at the center.

The driver lifted the cordon, and Demetra ducked under it. Azariah had planned to go to the shrine to find someone he could question, but Demetra would know much about the plans to trigger the geoflare. She’d also know about Camadaea’s plans. If he played his cards right, he could steal her identity, get close to Camadaea, and take her to the old wine cellar he’d rented out. Then the real work would begin.

Demetra had a terse conversation with Jaccan and the potbellied foreman. They walked over to inspect the drill. Azariah strode to an alley on the far side of the square. He took his dual-sided locket from inside his shirt, flipped it to the side with the white moonstone on it, and opened it. He had only a few pinches of auris left. He took one and sniffed it. The powder burned, and he felt suddenly buoyant. The cold air bit more keenly, and the stink coming off a nearby pile of horse dung intensified.

Azariah’s eyes began to water, and he sniffed again; then he tucked the locket away and headed toward the carriage. The driver stepped in to intercept him. Azariah raised his hand and whispered, “Admonitum.”

The spell blossomed with a feeling like an invisible thread in Azariah’s chest was tugging him toward the shepherd. The fellow looked at Azariah, opened his mouth to say something, then closed it like he’d suddenly forgotten how to speak.

“Spare a ride for a wayward priest?” Azariah asked him.

“W-where t-to?”

“The Silent Fields, but let’s wait for Demetra.”

The shepherd frowned and stared at Demetra. Then he opened the carriage door. Azariah stepped into the carriage and closed the door quietly, so as not to alert the high shepherdess. Demetra would be more of a challenge than the driver. She was likely more skilled in the use of aura, and it was not inconceivable that she was beholden to Faedryn, which could give her a natural ability to resist Azariah’s spells.

He needed time with Demetra alone, which he would get if they made it to the Silent Fields Cemetery. He peeked through the curtains. Demetra was still occupied with Jaccan and the foreman, so Azariah rooted around in the pouch at his belt and took out a kerchief and a vial of sleeping agent. He doused the kerchief with the acrid-smelling liquid, put the bottle away, and waited.

As Demetra inspected the drill shaft, Azariah thought about all the things that could go wrong – not just with Demetra, but with Camadaea and Quintarch Zabrienne. He abhorred inactivity and found himself peering through the curtains often, willing Demetra into action.

A short while later, she finished her business and climbed into the cabin. Azariah pulled the door closed behind her and quickly pressed the cloth over her mouth and nose. She managed a muffled cry, but it was lost in the snap of reins, the clop of hooves, and the carriage creaking into motion.

The sleeping agent was the best Azariah could afford. Demetra went limp in seconds. Azariah listened carefully but heard no one raise an alarm outside the cabin. The carriage rolled out of the square and down a street lined with stone buildings. Azariah reached under Demetra’s tabard and tugged out a dual-sided locket full of glittering white auris and black umbris. He replenished his own locket, then took a healthy pinch of the umbris and sniffed it.

The musty smell burned his sinuses and throat. He felt heavier instead of lighter, more bound to the earth below the carriage. Aura and umbra fought within him, threatening to burn each other out. He walled each source of power off like an engineer might a rising river. The waters raged, threatening to burst the dams he’d created, but he was no newcomer to the ways of the arcane. He shored the walls, over and over, until an uneasy equilibrium was reached.

The stately stone buildings eventually gave way to two-story brick-and-cedar houses. Azariah studied Demetra’s face, drew upon the power of umbra, and altered the structure of his cheeks, his chin, his forehead. Bones popped. Each sudden shift felt like a drop of molten metal, poured from a searing crucible. The back of his head snapped, and he cried out from the pain.

“Are you well?” the driver called.

“Yes, yes,” Azariah said, trying not to sound like a madman, “everything’s fine.”

He made himself quite a bit shorter, which was difficult but manageable and extremely painful, like his bones were being broken and mended, broken and mended, over and over and over again. He’d practiced this in Ancris’s catacombs, where he didn’t have to worry about being overheard. Now, he clenched his teeth to stifle his groaning.

He took a short break for the pain to subside. Then he lightened his skin to match Demetra’s, added freckles on his cheeks, a mole on the top of his now-bald head. Due to his gray second sight, he had to guess at her eye color; he suspected their shade of light gray was blue. Then he took out a pocket mirror and was just beginning to thicken his eyebrows when Demetra groaned.

Her eyes opened and went wide. “What?” She stared about the cabin. “Who?”

Azariah drew his stiletto, adjusted his voice to match hers, and said, “I only wish to talk.”

Demetra’s nostril’s flared. “Whoever you are, you’ll burn for this.”

Azariah raised the stiletto. “Let’s keep this friendly, shall we?”

Demetra stared at the knife, jutted her jaw, and clasped her gloved hands in her lap. “What do you want?”

Azariah leaned back against the padded bench. “Where has Illustra Camadaea been keeping herself these days?”

“If you think I’ll betray the illustra, you’re mad.”

“Admonitum,” Azariah intoned, and cast the auric spell of command over Demetra like a net. He felt another tug in his chest as the spell took effect. “I only need to talk to her. Nothing more.”

“You’ll never get to her,” Demetra spat.

Azariah tapped the knife blade against his knee. “Let me worry about that.”

Demetra grimaced and pinched her eyes closed. “She was at the shrine when I last saw her, but she was planning to go to the river temple.”

“In Caldoras, yes? The Church’s new home?”

Demetra nodded.

“How long will she be there?”

“I don’t know. She has a meeting with the quintarchs.”

Azariah paused. “Which quintarchs?”

Demetra relaxed her eyes but did not open them. “All of them. There’s a council. When it’s done, the quintarchs plan to watch the eruption to better judge if they should approve the destruction of Praecia’s shrine.”

“I thought the eruption was supposed to be next week.”

“It was, until they heard rumors of Strages’ shard in Glaeyand. You’ve read the histories. You know how many cities fell before his might during the Ruining. The quintarchs are nervous the Knives will soon unleash Strages against the Holt. Against us.”

Azariah hadn’t expected the illustrae to move so fast. In a few days, the Church would have one incredibly powerful paragon to use against the Red Knives. Weeks later, they’d have another. By painting the Red Knives as the enemy, Camadaea and the other illustrae could convince the quintarchs to wage war in the Holt. They were halfway there already – the empire and the Red Knives had fought dozens of border skirmishes. Azariah didn’t understand exactly what Faedryn meant to do with Ember once he’d been raised, but given that he’d been enthralled to him during the Ruining, perhaps Faedryn felt confident his enslavement would continue. Cinder, too. If so, he’d have a pair of allies whose power dwarfed all others, including the illustrae.

“When is the eruption planned?” Azariah asked.

“Tomorrow morning, assuming there are no more delays with the final pitons.”

The coach took a turn, and Azariah parted the curtains with the stiletto. They were passing through the iron gates of the Silent Fields, heading toward the cobbled path and row upon row of marble tombs.

When Azariah turned from the window, the Hissing Man was sitting beside Demetra. “We could try to delay it,” he rasped.

Azariah glared at him to be quiet.

Demetra stared at the empty bench beside her. Then her eyes widened. “Azariah?”

Azariah wanted to throttle the Hissing Man.

The Hissing Man smiled, grisly and misshapen. “It hardly matters if she knows, Your Radiance.”

Azariah suddenly understood why the Hissing Man was so calm. He meant to take over their shared body and kill Demetra, and likely the driver as well.

“That isn’t necessary,” Azariah snapped.

“What? You thought we could just traipse into a capital with no bloodshed?”

“She’s a pawn, nothing more.”

The Hissing Man laughed and fell into a wracking cough. “A pawn’s only purpose is sacrifice!”

“No, it isn’t.”

The Hissing Man disappeared. Azariah suddenly felt like he was being pulled underwater, and the harder he fought, the faster he sank. The Hissing Man knew Azariah was weakest when he was stressed, and now Azariah had lost control to him.

“Look,” Demetra said, raising her hands, “I know what Camadaea did to you. You feel betrayed. I would too. But that’s no reason to—”

The tugging sensation from Azariah to Demetra suddenly vanished. He thought it was due to the Hissing Man’s sudden arrival, but he could still sense the thread tying him to the driver, which meant Demetra had just cut her own thread and banished Azariah’s spell.

The Hissing Man grabbed Demetra’s throat. Azariah screamed in their mind, No!

Demetra clutched her gloved hand into a fist. Azariah thought she might try to punch the Hissing Man, but she held the fist in front of her reddening face and croaked, “Protego!”

The Hissing Man rasped, “Shit!” He pried Demetra’s fingers open and yanked her glove off. In the palm of her hand was a chrysalite dragon crop.

The Hissing Man shoved Demetra against the bench, parted the curtains, and looked up at the sky. The biggest brass dragon Azariah had ever seen was headed straight toward them.

“Shit, shit, shit!”

As the Hissing Man turned back from the window, Demetra smashed him in the face with her crop-holding fist, slamming his head back into the window frame. Pain burst from both sides of his head. Azariah pushed himself up into their consciousness, clenching his hands to solidify control, but Demetra punched him square in the nose, filling his gray second sight with black spots.

Azariah clutched his nose, vaguely aware of Demetra scrabbling out the cabin door. Blood poured over his hand. With his other hand, he reached for her collar, but she jumped out of the carriage and landed on the cobbled path between the tombs.

“Is everything all right?” the driver called. Then the coach lurched to a halt, jingling the tack, and the driver climbed down from the driver’s box. “High Shepherdess?”

“Stop him!” Demetra hollered. She raced down the path, raising her fist.

The driver stuck his head inside the carriage and stared dumbstruck at Azariah, who must have looked exactly like Demetra, albeit with a broken nose. “High Shep—”

“Stay,” Azariah told him, still holding his nose. “Wait for me.”

He ran after Demetra, sending glances over his shoulder at the approaching brass. He considered casting a spell to debilitate the beast, but overwhelming a brass with as little aura as he had in him was unlikely at best. He needed to get the crop from Demetra.

He took another small pinch of umbra and chased after her. She wove between the tombs, but Azariah quickly gained on her. He could catch her at the next—

The massive brass roared.

Demetra skidded to a halt near the marble statue of some dead senator and held her right hand high. “Percutio!”

The brass swept down on Azariah. Azariah turned and cast the only spell he thought might help. “Canalis!”

The brass pulled up and hovered over the tombs. Flashes of lightning sparked along its wings and up its neck and gathered in the beast’s open maw. It shot a bolt of white lightning down at Azariah and struck him in the chest. His body convulsed. His bones rattled. His teeth clattered. He fell onto the grass and his head slammed onto the corner of a marble gravestone.
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SIXTEEN: MORRAINE

Morraine strode along the ramparts of Kallodhon’s Keep, an ancient stone fortress on the edge of a marsh. The marsh stretched toward the horizon, its half-frozen monotony broken by stands of high grass, clumps of snow, and the occasional birch. Lux shone brightly through thin clouds, making the wisps wandering the landscape more difficult to see. She knew there were hundreds, thousands of them, remnants of Strages’ reign in that very keep many decades before the Ruining. Morraine had seen glimpses of it in Strages’ dreams and reckoned that, at the very least, the old fortress would give him comfort, maybe even prevent him from fighting her so often.

In the courtyard below her, Fraoch snapped her mighty jaws at three wisps that seemed to have taken a shining to her. The blue dragon tried to shoo the wisps with her tail, but they merely hovered and then circled her again. Morraine wondered if they’d been dragonriders in their first life.

“Enough, Fraoch,” Llorn hollered from the lichen-covered entrance archway. “They’re wisps, not indurium dragons.”

Fraoch lowered her head, tucked her wings, and stilled, a veritable statue save for her eyes, which continued to follow the playful wisps.

“Well?” Morraine called down from the ramparts.

Llorn entered the courtyard proper and peered around at the walls, the crumbling watchtower, and what was likely once a small eyrie. “It’s bloody old.”

Morraine headed down the rampart stairs. “With walls that have stood a thousand years.”

Llorn pointed to an archway in the outer wall, beyond which lay an overgrown field. “It has no gates.”

“We’ll build new ones.”

Llorn crossed his arms over his chest. The wind tousled his long black hair.

“We can’t stay at the fort any longer,” Morraine continued. “The empire is probably readying an attack on it as we speak. And if they aren’t, Willow Lyndenfell probably is.”

At the final step, the stone crumbled under Morraine’s foot. She tilted awkwardly, flailed her arms, then crashed onto the courtyard stone shoulder-first. She sucked air through clenched teeth and waved her other arm. “I’m fine.”

Llorn helped her up. “You see? This will topple at the next stiff wind.”

“Stop being dramatic.” She worked her throbbing shoulder. She hadn’t felt so much pain, other than her constant hunger, since Llorn had raised her from the dead, and wondered if she’d broken something. “We need the shard, Llorn. This keep is remote and defensible. Move our people here, and we’ll have time to get it.”

“We could spread out, like we did after Ancris.”

“And let the empire pick us off one by one? No. There are too many advantages to a larger fortification.” Llorn was a decent enough tactician, but time and again, he’d shown his naivety at strategy. Their brother Aarik had been more gifted that way, but she was careful to keep the thought to herself. Llorn would only pout. She rotated her shoulder again. “Bring our forces here, and our enemies will need to prepare their attacks with much more care. That takes time. Our spies will learn of their preparations, and we’ll be ready for them. Plus, Strages is gaining strength. I need rest, Llorn, and so do my druins. The keep will give us that. Not to mention that Strages once ruled here. It may soften him.”

“It could just as easily anger him when he remembers the power he once commanded. He may take it out on you or Sister Dereka.”

“That’s a risk, true, but I swear to you, he’s still confused about how much time has passed. I want to give him something familiar, a way to bridge the gap between the time of the Ruining and now so he doesn’t go stark-raving mad. This place gives him that. And besides, if it gets him thinking about the past, so much the better. His memories—”

“They were dreams, you said.”

“Dreams, yes, but based on memories. I want to know more about Faedryn. I want to know more about Alra. Most of all, I want to know more about Yeriel. She’s a threat we cannot ignore. The more we know about her, the better we can defend against her.”

She left unsaid another reason she wanted Strages thinking about the past. He’d been an extremely powerful necromancer – perhaps the most powerful since the gods had abandoned the world of Vanu to begin their creations anew. Perhaps Strages would have some way to alleviate her hunger. He might even know how she could actually live again. Truly live. She didn’t know if it was possible, but living life as a draugr was more agonizing by the day. Anything, however small, might help her endure it until she and Llorn drove the empire away and wrested control of the Holt from the Lyndenfells.

Fraoch lashed her tongue at one of the circling wisps as if trying to swallow it.

Llorn seemed to note it, too, then he glared at Morraine and threw his hands in the air. “Fine. I’ll have Ayasha start making plans.” He crunched over the snow and ice toward Fraoch.

Morraine followed, still nursing her aching shoulder. Llorn helped her into the saddle and followed her up. They flew over woody terrain against a chill wind, back toward their newly claimed outpost. The land below them was thick with citadels and much smaller oaks and pines. Some three hours later, they flew high near the canopy. The day was bright, the trees cast long shadows across the snowy landscape, and suddenly a warning horn blared from the forest. Dragons below them roared.

“Bloody hells” – Llorn snapped Fraoch’s reins – “didn’t I tell you the wards were a bad idea?”

Sister Dereka had erected two wards. One blocked magic, to prevent the empire’s shepherds from coordinating attacks from afar, which they were known to do. The other blocked sound, to prevent horns being used in the same manner. Morraine had reckoned it would help protect them, but in this case it had also stopped them from learning about the attack until they’d passed through the ward’s boundaries.

Llorn snapped the reins again. “Go, Fraoch! Fast as you can!”

Fraoch beat her wings in broad, powerful sweeps. She dove, gaining even more speed, and streaked ahead some two hundred feet above the ground. Citadel trunks blurred past. The horn blared again and the roaring grew louder, then the horn suddenly ceased.

The fort came into view a moment later. In a field beyond its wooden palisade, an ivory dragon was chasing a scarred cobalt. Another ivory was flying away from the fort with a burly auburn following it. Morraine recognized the auburn. It had a horrible temper, yet it was following docilely, as if it and the ivory were litter mates.

Three more ivories circled high above the fort. One dropped and spewed white mist into the courtyard. Llorn’s men launched their arrows, but they careened off the ivory’s scales. A second ivory dove and breathed a gout of billowing white mist. The third did the same. A thick fog roiled inside the palisade and spilled over its edges like milk.

Morraine was just wondering where the remaining two of Yeriel’s warrior women were when an ivory carrying one of the Seven, a red-haired woman in leather armor named Hellebore, dove toward the cloud. They were lost in the pure white, ice-creating dragon breath a moment later.

“But how?” Llorn asked. “She’ll freeze!”

Morraine was wondering the same thing. “Their lucertae,” she said. “It must protect them from the cold.” Then she realized the dragon was likely heading toward the eyrie, where Strages was being kept. “Llorn—”

“I know…” He pulled hard on Fraoch’s reins. “Let’s wait for her.”

Fraoch veered toward the near corner of the palisade, pulled up about a hundred paces from it, and hovered, wings beating the chill winter air, near a citadel tree.

“Well, aren’t you the pretty little pair…?” a woman’s voice called from overhead. A dragon’s gurgle followed.

Morraine saw no one, which meant the last of the Seven was somewhere above, cloaked in her ivory dragon’s spell of invisibility.

Morraine tried to raise her arms to cast a spell, but a searing pain in her damaged shoulder stopped her.

Llorn drew his bow from a leather sleeve near his left leg and whistled a warbling note. Fraoch coughed a blue cloud toward the voice and the gurgle.

Llorn drew an arrow and nocked it, and Morraine, mostly with one hand, began shaping a spell to reveal their enemy. As Fraoch’s blue breath dissipated on the wind, they heard laughter from behind them. Llorn twisted in the saddle and aimed his arrow. Morraine spotted an ivory dragon, clinging to a citadel closer to the fort. Its rider was the sedge witch Moth in a light gray cloak with a hood and gold piercings glinting on her nose.

“You weren’t waiting for my friend, were you?” Moth asked.

The ivory dragon bearing Hellebore flew up from the cloud, trailing white mist behind them. Strages was strapped to the saddle behind Hellebore, groaning and writhing.

Llorn loosed his arrow at Moth, but her dragon lifted its head, and the arrow ricocheted off it.

The ivory’s natural resistance to magic might foul Morraine’s spell, so she concentrated on the tree behind Moth instead.

“Snip, snip,” Moth said, smiling, and mimed cutting a thread with her fingers.

Morraine felt herself tilting to her left. She tried to hang on and realized it was the saddle that was slipping, not her. Leaning precariously, she pictured the wood and bark behind Moth exploding, said, “Fiodha golahn!” and drove as much power as she could into the spell. The bark and wood behind Moth exploded into splinters.

Llorn wrapped an arm over one of Fraoch’s dorsal barbs, lunged sideways, and grabbed Morraine’s wrist.

Moth’s ivory shot a crackling stream of white, part churning water, part roiling steam, down at them, clipping Fraoch’s left wing just above the talon.

Fraoch plummeted. Llorn’s hold on Morraine began slipping. “Grab with your other hand, gods damn you!”

Morraine reached her other hand up, her shoulder grinding with pain, and snatched Llorn’s wrist. “Down! Get me down!”

“Careful what you wish for!” Llorn grunted.

Morraine could hardly think beyond the pain. Llorn pulled her up and snapped an arm around her waist. Morraine screamed in pain, but managed to scrabble onto Fraoch’s back behind him.

Fraoch circled downward, her left wing coated in fuzzy white ice and leaving a spiral trail in the air.

Breathing hard and wincing from the pain, Morraine supposed she should count herself lucky. She was alive. So was Llorn. And Moth was nowhere to be seen, but Hellebore had flown off with Strages, and that was decidedly not in the plan.
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SEVENTEEN: RHIANNON

Rhiannon rode behind Maladox as he steered Ircundus through the Holt under the bright sun. To their right, the Seven flew their ivories in formation, Sable and Cordney leading the way. Their two stoutest fighters, Hellebore and Snow on the Mountain, came next. Dervish the flame wielder, Chirrup the dragon singer, and Moth, the tiny but terrifying sedge witch, brought up the rear.

Rhiannon leaned around Maladox and peered at the empty forest ahead. She knew they were getting closer to their destination, the outpost where the Red Knives were keeping Strages, and she was getting nervous.

The plan was for the Seven to descend on the outpost, nab Strages, and be gone before the Red Knives could do anything about it. But Yeriel had told them to call upon Rhiannon if needed to defend against her mother.

Rhiannon leaned and peered again, and Maladox looked at her over his shoulder. One of his beard braids whipped in her face. “Will you relax?”

“You relax.”

“Being prepared is one thing. Wind yourself too tight and you’ll snap at the wrong moment. There’s nothing you can do right now.”

Rhiannon ignored him. Well, mostly ignored him. He couldn’t know what it was like to be faced with the possibility of killing your own mother, but she supposed there was no point obsessing over it. She didn’t even know if they’d need her help.

Sable put two fingers in her mouth and whistled loudly. Her dragon’s white wings turned a mottled brown, camouflage for the citadel trees, then Sable and her dragon became practically invisible.

Scar-faced Cordney hollered at Maladox and Rhiannon, “Wait for our call!” Then she and her dragon disappeared, too.

Six of the seven descended – all except Moth, who hovered and peered over at Rhiannon with her startling turquoise eyes. “I wonder what Strages will do when he lays eyes on a precious little thing like you.” Her dragon began to fade, and so did she. “Consume you like your mother did the nine-fingered druin?” She was all but gone, but her voice carried. “Or maybe he’ll marry you. They say he was insatiable before the Ruining!”

“Gods, I wish she’d shut up, sometimes,” Rhiannon grumbled.

Ircundus descended, and they landed near a copse of snow-laden spruce. Rhiannon and Maladox dismounted. Maladox began stamping the snow-covered grass, and Rhiannon joined in, pounding the ground with her boots. They made a large circle, and sat cross-legged inside it. Rhiannon pulled up a stalk of dead grass. “I’m sorry about what Moth said.”

Maladox’s brother, the seasoned druin Brother Mayhew, was the nine-fingered druin Moth had mentioned. He’d died when Rhiannon had refused to let her mother feed from her. Morraine had fed on the cantankerous old druin instead and taken so much she’d killed him.

Maladox shrugged. “She didn’t say anything that wasn’t true.”

“It was still cruel.”

Brother Mayhew had taught Rhiannon much over the years. He’d been gruff, but his lessons had always cut straight to the heart of a matter. He was efficient if not compassionate. Rhiannon was surprised to admit it, but she missed him.

“I don’t care what Moth thinks,” Maladox said. “Cordney, yes. Sable, too. Dervish, definitely. But Moth, not so much.”

Rhiannon hid a smile. Maladox had clearly taken a shining to Dervish, but he had yet to admit it out loud. Maybe he hadn’t even admitted it to himself.

“It’s all that nonsense she eats,” Maladox continued obliviously. He tapped his forehead. “There’s a reason she’s a few bats shy of a belfry.”

Rhiannon laughed politely, but she knew otherwise. “Sedge witches eat the way they do to gain power.”

Maladox chuckled. “I know they do, but can you tell me honestly that a woman who munches on moths for breakfast isn’t a few neeps short of a bushel?”

Ircundus lumbered beyond the spruce trees to an oak and shed some old tail scales off against it.

Rhiannon watched the oak shake for a moment, then said, “The Holt has plenty of sedge witches. Are you saying they’re all mad?”

“Most of ’em. And believe you me, the ones who aren’t will be soon enough. Eat enough moths or dragon scales or spine-backed grubs, and they’ll be barking at the stars and spouting nonsense like Moth and all the rest.”

A long black barb spun from Ircundus’s tail and thumped into the snow.

Maladox took off his gloves and breathed into his hands. “Mad or not, is she a good teacher?”

“Moth? Yeah, I guess. Brother Mayhew was better, though.”

That seemed to please Maladox. “How about Yeriel? Has she taught you anything at all since we went to Gonsalond?”

The agreement, only loosely stated before Rhiannon went to Gonsalond, was that Yeriel would teach her the ways of the wood and Rhiannon would help protect Gonsalond, especially from her own mother. But Rhiannon had spent most of her time with Sable, learning swordcraft and monitoring the veil. Moth had taught Rhiannon a bit about aura and umbra, but Yeriel had spent almost no time with her.

Rhiannon wrapped the stalk of grass around her finger. “She’s been busy.”

“Maybe she doesn’t want to teach you. Ever think of that?”

Rhiannon glared at him. “And what makes you say that, O wise former trapper?”

“Isn’t it obvious? She’s threatened by you.”

Rhiannon laughed. “That’s ridiculous.”

“She called you a child of the wood – a true child. She knows you have power.”

“And yet she invited me to Gonsalond.” Rhiannon tossed the grass aside. “Why would she do that if—”

A dragon warbled in the distance. Rhiannon and Maladox stood up, and Ircundus lumbered closer. But the roar suddenly stopped. Almost too suddenly. Rhiannon waited for a horn, but the signal wasn’t sounded.

Rhiannon stared at Maladox.

Maladox stared back.

“That was weird,” Rhiannon said.

“Fucking eerie was what it was.”

The dragon roared again, louder than before. It turned into an almighty screech, then the sound ceased again. Ircundus edged closer, and they scrabbled up and into her saddle.

Maladox took up the reins but gave no order to fly.

Rhiannon said, “Should we go and see if they—”

“No, girl. We stay here, as ordered.”

“It’s just, the way the sound cut off.”

“Ircundus isn’t moving a muscle unless we’re called. That was the deal. Now be quiet and listen.”

She pressed her lips tight and waited. A hawk pealed. The citadels creaked and popped in the cold winter wind. Finally she could no longer keep quiet. “It isn’t natural. Something’s wrong.”

To her surprise, Maladox said, “Maybe you’re right.” But he didn’t snap Ircundus’s reins either.

“We have to do something,” Rhiannon said.

Maladox nodded. “Take some powder. I’ve a feeling we’re going to need it.”

Rhiannon opened the locket Llorn had given her and took a pinch of auris. She clapped the locket shut, and Ircundus swept her wings, launched skyward, and flew between the citadels toward the sound of dragons.

The auris burned her nostrils, and she became slightly lightheaded and more than slightly dizzy. She realized she’d taken too much. Way too much. She gripped Maladox’s waist in a bear hug.

“You all right?”

“I’m fine,” she said. The dizziness started to fade.

An ivory dragon streaked through the trees to their right. Rhiannon shouted, “There!”

Maladox adjusted their course.

Rhiannon caught a glimpse of Hellebore’s flame-red hair. Strages was roped to the saddle behind her, bald and writhing in a druin’s habit. It had to be him. Hellebore’s ivory had blood spraying from one leg and seemed to be laboring to maintain altitude.

“Bloody fucking hells,” Maladox grumbled. “We’ve got company.”

Closing the distance behind the ivory was Bellicor, formerly Aarik’s mount and the biggest onyx dragon Rhiannon had ever seen. Irik, one of Rhiannon’s closest friends from her abbey days, was on his back, his blond hair stretched out behind him. He was holding a wooden shield and a javelin. Gods, he looked so small on that giant beast.

Bellicor’s jaws were open and his throat was vibrating, but she couldn’t hear him. Then suddenly his bellowing roar tore through the forest, shaking the canopy. Irik launched his javelin at the ivory, but the ivory veered around a citadel with a shriek, and the javelin plunged into the tree.

“Faster,” Maladox shouted. “Faster, Ircundus!”

Hellebore twisted in her saddle, raised her bow, and fired an arrow at Irik. It ricocheted off Bellicor’s shoulder. She nocked another and fired again and again, white arrows blurring through the air. One bit into Irik’s saddle. Another thunked into his shield. A third grazed the arm he was holding Bellicor’s reins with.

Irik cried out, then stifled it with a grimace.

Behind Hellebore, Strages writhed, moaned, and twisted wildly against the ropes, then he howled so inhumanly it made Rhiannon feel weak. Hellebore’s ivory had already seemed to be flagging. Now, whether due to its wounds or Strages’ howl or some combination of the two, it plummeted down onto the snowy grass and slid into a stand of pine trees with a crunch of snapping branches.

Hellebore flew from the saddle and was lost among the pines. Strages slid down onto the needle-strewn ground. The ivory scrabbled away, leaving Strages on the ground, loosely tangled in rope, then launched itself into the air and flew away.

Irik flew Bellicor over the pine trees and arced around toward where Hellebore had crash landed. He watched the ivory fly off, then led Bellicor down toward Strages, landed, and slid down from the saddle much more adeptly than Rhiannon expected. If she didn’t know better, she would have guessed Irik and Bellicor had been flying together for years.

Maladox landed Ircundus on the opposite side of Strages. Irik’s eyes went wide and he gaped at Rhiannon for a moment. Bellicor fixed his gaze on Ircundus, lowered his chest to the ground, and roared. He was bigger than Ircundus, but not by much.

Rhiannon gathered her courage and scrabbled down Ircundus’s rump to the ground. “Keep her steady!”

Maladox hollered at her, “Rhiannon, get back here!”

Rhiannon ducked low and sprinted toward Strages.

Ircundus pounded the ground with her wing joints, and Maladox wrestled with her reins. “Woah, girl! Woah!”

Irik skidded to a stop several paces from Strages, then spun toward Bellicor and raised a hand to his monstrous black face. “She’s a friend, you hear me? A friend!”

Strages clambered to his hands and knees and seemed to stare at Rhiannon, but his eyes were scarred black pits. His nose was two hideous slits in the middle of his ruined face.

Rhiannon approached him.

Irik looked at her and shook his head. When she kept coming, he shouted, “Dìon o chall, Bellicor!”

Bellicor roared and slammed his tail down, smashing the ground a few paces ahead of Rhiannon. Dirt and snow exploded into the air, and Rhiannon stopped. The massive onyx could crush her with a blow like that.

“Don’t you fucking do it!” Maladox roared – Rhiannon wasn’t quite sure who he was yelling at, Irik or Bellicor – and Ircundus inched closer.

Irik crept closer to Strages. Rhiannon was a bit further away. The two onyxes started snapping, growling, and posturing and seemed to be the verge of all-out battle.

Irik hurried forward, helped the paragon to his feet, and began leading him toward Bellicor.

Rhiannon called to him, “Irik, please. We need him.”

Irik paused and glanced over his shoulder at her. “The Knives need him more.”

“He’s going to cause a bloody war.”

“The war’s already begun. Without Strages, we’ll be slaughtered!”

“You sound like my mother. You sound like Llorn.”

Irik turned to face her. “I’m my own man now, Rhiannon. And Llorn and Morraine are right.” Irik resumed leading Strages toward Bellicor.

Maladox shouted, “Not another fucking step, boy.” His crossbow was trained on Irik.

“Maladox, don’t!” Rhiannon, hands raised, shifted closer to Irik.

“Gods damn you, girl, get out of the way!”

“Just give me a minute.” She turned to Irik again. “Please, Irik, let me take Strages to Yeriel. She wants to protect him. I do, too. You should come with us. Talk to her. You’ll see she’s telling the truth.”

Irik leaned Strages against Bellicor’s side. “He’s the only thing keeping us alive. He’s the Holt’s only hope!”

“He’s a slave,” Rhiannon said.

Irik clenched his teeth and ran his fingers through his hair. “I can’t, Rhiannon. I just can’t.”

He left her no choice. She called upon her stored aura, focused on Irik, and chanted the sleeping spell Moth had taught her. “Rahsh a vadhal…” She pictured Irik lying down to sleep. She felt sleepy herself, but she knew from practicing on Maladox that it would be ten times worse for Irik.

Irik’s eyelids half closed. “Don’t, Rhi—” Then they closed completely. His head lolled back, he leaned against Bellicor, and slid to the ground.

Bellicor opened his gaping maw and spat a black cloud at Rhiannon, splattering her side. The air became an impenetrable mist, darkening the snowy landscape. The air turned moist and heavy and smelled like mildew. Rhiannon’s eyes watered. Her throat burned. She tried to stagger away, but couldn’t find the edge of the cloud. She was enveloped in complete darkness.

She heard the twang of a crossbow, then a crunch. Then the whumping of dragon wings. The wind from the downdraft was so strong it threw her to the ground. Needles and dirt pelted her face. She spat, scrabbled to her feet, and staggered away.

After at least a hundred paces, she could see a shade of gray at the edge of the darkness, swirls of kohl among the black columns of citadel trees. She staggered from the cloud. Far, far in the distance, Bellicor was flying away with Irik and Strages clutched in his rear talons.
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EIGHTEEN: RHIANNON

The darkness around Rhiannon slowly faded. Some of Bellicor’s slaver had gotten into her mouth. She spat to clear the bitter taste to no avail.

“Bough and” – Maladox coughed hard – “bloody fucking” – he coughed again, fist to mouth – “branch, girl.” He glared at Rhiannon. “Why didn’t you let me shoot him when I had the chance?”

Rhiannon tried to sit down but dizzily tumbled to the ground. Citadels twisted and the ground lurched in her vision. “He’s my friend.”

“Not anymore, he isn’t.” Maladox gripped the saddle horn, leaned down, and extended a hand toward her. “Come on. We can still catch him.”

“No. Bellicor is too big” – she peered into the pines – “and Hellebore needs our help.” She wobbled toward the trees and her vision cleared, at least enough to move without falling. Hellebore was lying awkwardly against a tree trunk, breathing, but her eyes were closed. Rhiannon prayed she was just unconscious. Her face and neck were covered in welts and scrapes. Her face was pale.

Rhiannon ducked under a branch. “Hellebore?”

Hellebore didn’t move, and Rhiannon shuffled closer and crouched next to her. She checked Hellebore over and found no major wounds, so she pressed her finger against Hellebore’s neck. Hellebore’s brown eyes snapped open, and she screamed.

“It’s okay,” Rhiannon said. “You’re safe.”

Hellebore grimaced. “Where’s Strages?”

“Gone, I’m afraid. Bellicor carried him off.”

Hellebore looked around. “Where’s Nyphaea?”

“Um, can’t you feel her?” She should have been able to sense the dragon through their bond.

“I can’t concentrate, the trees are melting—”

“Bellicor’s breath,” Rhiannon explained.

“And I can’t feel my legs.”

That didn’t sound good. “What?”

Hellebore swallowed hard. “I can’t feel my legs.”

Rhiannon wasn’t sure what to do about that. She was no healer.

“Just help get me out of here, okay?” Hellebore said with surprising equanimity.

Rhiannon nodded and rolled Hellebore toward her.

“My ribs!” Hellebore grimaced and clutched her side.

Rhiannon let go, mortified she’d hurt her. “I’m so sorry!”

Maladox approached them and crouched so low his beard braids touched the ground. “Is she hurt?”

Before Rhiannon could answer, she heard the whump whump of dragon wings. She looked up through the pine branches and saw Nyphaea descending. They just had to figure out how to get Hellebore on the ivory’s back.

“She can’t feel her legs,” Rhiannon said to Maladox.

Maladox’s eyes widened, and he seemed to take in the scene before him more properly. “You’re all right, Hellebore,” he said. “We’re going to get you out of here.” He stood, put his fingers to his lips, and whistled. “Come, Ircundus. Hellebore needs our help.” Ircundus stomped over to the edge of the trees, turned around, and slid her tail beneath the low-hanging branches. “Closer, girl… A little more… That’s right.”

Moving with great care, Rhiannon rolled Hellebore onto her side. Hellebore gritted her teeth and groaned. Ircundus slid her tail beside Hellebore, then spread the frills into a litter of sorts. Rhiannon and Maladox picked up Hellebore and slowly lowered her into it. Then Ircundus slid her out of the pines.

Nyphaea landed just beyond the pines and crept over to them. Rhiannon worried the ivory dragon might think Rhiannon or Maladox had hurt her bondmate, but she ignored them and pressed her long white snout to Hellebore’s head.

They helped Ircundus slip her tail out from under Hellebore.

“It’ll be risky getting her into a saddle,” Maladox said. “Give me some time.”

Rhiannon took out a canteen from Ircundus’s saddlebags and helped Hellebore drink. Maladox took out his hunting knife, ducked into the pine trees, cut a bunch of pine branches, and wove them into a bed with a length of rope. Then he added a long thick branch over the top, a crossbeam a dragon could grip in its talons.

Maladox finished and thrust his knife into its sheath. “Ircundus should be able to—”

“Nyphaea will take me,” Hellebore said, “and Rhiannon will ride her to keep her calm.” Though Hellebore was wounded, her voice still had the authority that, for Rhiannon, had come to define her.

Maladox blew a long sigh. “Have it your way.”

Hellebore took off her gold bracelet and held it out to Rhiannon. “Here.”

Rhiannon took it but stopped short of putting it on. “I don’t know how to use a dowsing bracelet.” The bracelet could theoretically lead Rhiannon to a portal and through the veil, but whenever she’d seen the Seven or the wardens using them, it looked like they were just staring at it.

“I’ll teach you” – Hellebore grimaced and swallowed hard – “but let’s get moving.”

“Okay. Sorry.”

Maladox and Rhiannon lifted Hellebore as carefully as they could, but Hellebore still screamed. She looked paler than her ivory, paler than the snow all around them. They paused, but Hellebore growled, “Just get on with it!”

Amid a very long groan, ending in a yelp, they laid Hellebore in the litter. Thankfully, Hellebore hadn’t fallen unconscious, and she seemed to be breathing easier now that it was over.

Rhiannon turned toward Nyphaea and held out her hand, palm facing the ivory dragon, as she’d seen Rylan the dragon singer do once. “May I ride you?” She thought Maladox might make fun of her for asking, but when she glanced back at him, he was already climbing up on Ircundus.

Nyphaea huffed. Her breath smelled of meat. Then she growled and trilled like a whippoorwill, and shook her head so violently a barb broke off her neck.

Rhiannon stepped closer, palm still facing Nyphaea, and hummed an old nursery rhyme. She wasn’t a real dragon singer like Rylan or Chirrup, but she needed to calm Nyphaea. The dragon blinked, snapped the frill between her twisting horns, then leaned forward and touched Rhiannon’s hand with the tip of her snout.

“Thank you,” Rhiannon said, “now let’s get your bondmate home.”

Rhiannon mounted, and Nyphaea lifted into the air. The ivory dragon hovered in a surprisingly stable position, gripped the crossbeam in her talons, and lifted Hellebore off the ground. Then they flew south toward Gonsalond.

“Now what?” Rhiannon shouted.

“Concentrate—” There came a groan that was slow in fading, and Hellebore started again, “Concentrate on the malachite. Summon a memory of the eyrie. A strong one. Fix it in your mind.”

Rhiannon looked at the green stone on the bracelet and recalled landing in the eyrie with Maladox on Ircundus, but she felt nothing from the bracelet. She also felt a bit foolish with Maladox glaring at her. “It’s not working!”

“Picture yourself,” Hellebore blurted in a strained voice, “in that place. Not like you’re going there… But that you are there, understand?”

Rhiannon pictured herself sparring with Sable. For a time, nothing happened, but when she recalled Sable’s hammering sword strikes, she felt the bracelet vibrate. She was so surprised she was whisked back to the present and the citadels sliding past her.

She tried again, recalled the view from the edge of Gonsalond’s eyrie. When she felt the buzzing sensation again, she kept the image fixed in her mind. It was like being in two places at once.

“I just follow it?” Rhiannon called.

“What else would you do?” Hellebore sounded like her old self – she did not suffer fools lightly.

An hour into their flight, they reached a vale peppered with blood maples. Rhiannon felt the wash of cold as she passed through the veil. She spotted the brook that fed the waterfall in Gonsalond. The outermost burrows next, then the walkways and bridgeboughs and, at last, the eyrie. Several ivories were already in the nests. Three of the Seven – Sable, Cordney, and Dervish – stood with Yeriel on the staging deck. Snow on the Mountain, Chirrup, and Moth were nowhere to be seen.

Maladox flew Ircundus up to a nest while Rhiannon led Nyphaea toward the staging deck. Nyphaea laid down the litter as gently as she’d picked it up, then landed nearby, folded her wings, and lowered herself onto her wing joints. Yeriel rushed to Hellebore and knelt next to her, her black hair writhing wildly. Rhiannon slid down Nyphaea’s side and stood a few paces away.

“Carry her,” Yeriel said.

Cordney and Dervish cut away Maladox’s makeshift crossbeam and carried the litter to a walkway. Maladox came down the winding stairway, and joined Rhiannon and Sable.

“What happened at the fort?” Rhiannon asked.

Sable tried to gather her long, black hair from the wind. “They were more ready for us than we anticipated.”

Yeriel followed Cordney and Dervish, carrying Hellebore, down the walkway. Sable, Maladox, and Rhiannon trailed behind them.

“Morraine and her druins set up wards,” Sable continued. “Moth couldn’t dismantle them all, and several spells triggered on our arrival. We still managed to surprise them but not for long. They had dragons lying in wait. As soon as Hellebore flew from the outpost with Strages, the onyx gave chase. We thought she’d made it away safely, but evidently she didn’t.”

“When we spotted her,” Maladox said, “the onyx was on her tail. Hellebore and her dragon crashed into some pine trees, and the Knife got away with Strages.”

Rhiannon was glad he didn’t mention Irik by name. She was furious with him, but she still didn’t want the Seven to put him on some death list.

They headed toward the infirmary, a large, circular building with stained glass windows, hanging between four citadel trees not far from the palace.

“We gave the signal,” Sable said.

“I figured,” Rhiannon replied, “but a spell of some sort stopped the sound from reaching us.”

Sable looked to Maladox. “Is that what you think? A spell?”

Maladox nodded. “Those woods were silent as the gra—” He glanced at Hellebore and cringed. “Sorry. Yes. We heard Nyphaea come in and out of it. Sound, then no sound.”

They entered the infirmary, passing through an archway into a room with beds on both sides. Several of the beds were occupied. They followed Yeriel through a second archway, crossed a hall, and entered a mending room lined with apothecary cabinets and shelves packed with bottles. A raised bed covered in white linen sat in the center of the room. Cordney and Dervish lowered the litter gently to the floor, lifted Hellebore, and laid her on the bed. Then they carried the litter back into the hall.

Despite the cold, Hellebore’s face was slick with sweat and her red hair was matted to her head. Cordney and Dervish cut the straps from her armor and peeled it away. They did the same with her clothes, leaving her muscular body naked save for her sweat-stained linen hose. Her skin was still deathly pale.

Maladox averted his gaze and whispered, “Where are the others?”

“Still out searching for her,” Sable answered.

Hellebore began to shiver, so Yeriel covered her legs and hips with a white sheet. Then she leaned over her and probed her ribs. Hellebore bared her teeth and sucked air. “Two broken ribs,” Yeriel said, then she placed one hand over Hellebore’s navel and the other to her forehead. Yeriel closed her eyes, tilted her head back, and let out a slow breath. She remained still for long moments, then her eyes shot open and she stared in shock at Hellebore’s exposed midriff.

They heard a commotion from the adjoining room, and Snow on the Mountain – helm gone, blonde hair disheveled – rushed in. She stopped short on seeing Hellebore on the table. “Holy Fields of Déu…” She went to the bedside, leaned over Hellebore, and kissed her.

“Careful with her,” Yeriel said. “It’s her back…”

Snow on the Mountain seemed hardly to hear. She broke the kiss and took out a locket, sniffed a pinch of auris, and began examining Hellebore.

“I’ll help as I can,” Yeriel said softly, “but you know I’m no healer.”

Hellebore stared up at Snow, bravely, it seemed to Rhiannon, though it was likely for Snow’s sake, not her own. “Glory to the prison tenders.”

As Snow stroked Hellebore’s flame-red hair, Yeriel turned to Sable, Rhiannon, and the rest. “Go. We must do this in peace.”

Snow’s eyes were on Rhiannon. No, her wrist. She marched up to Rhiannon and held out her hand. “Give me that.”

Rhiannon stared at her wrist and the dowsing bracelet. She’d forgotten she was even wearing it. She took it off and handed it to Snow. “Sorry.”

Snow snatched it away and marched back to Hellebore.
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NINETEEN: AZARIAH

Azariah woke in a cold, windowless room. He lay naked and spread-eagled on a wooden table. His wrists and ankles were bound by thick leather straps. He’d reverted to his former shape, his former height. He was Azariah Andrinus once more. Sadly, his nose was still broken from the blow Demetra had dealt him, and it throbbed with every beat of his heart.

The room was dark, but Azariah could see through his second sight. He was in the questioning room of Caldoras’ temple, though it had changed dramatically since the last time he’d been in it. The same pair of pincers hung from an iron hook. Three sets of shelves remained. But the oil-filled vats, stretching racks, and bed of nails were gone, as were the pears of anguish, breast rippers, thumb screws, and the many jars of chemicals. He supposed the Church had moved it all in preparation for the temple and the mountain it was built upon being blown to smithereens.

He heard footsteps, and Demetra’s delicate voice carried from beyond the ironbound door. “I’ll check the inns, see if we can’t find where he was staying.”

“Check with the ferrymen’s league as well.” It was Camadaea’s commanding voice. “And the coach lines. Have your driver work with Loris to sketch the guise he was wearing at the drill site. I want to know if he has allies in the city.”

“At once, Your Radiance.”

The footsteps approached the heavy door.

“Send word to our quintarch,” Camadaea added. “Tell her Vattuo may be hiding outside the city or in the foothills. Tell them to be careful. Azariah may have told him to attack anyone who comes near.”

“Yes, Holiness.”

The door opened and Camadaea, in her white raiment and a golden mask, entered the questioning chamber and shoved the door shut behind her. Hands clasped before her, she approached the table Azariah lay on. “I’ll admit, I thought you dead. When I heard an iron dragon had been spotted flying away from the floating isles above Ancris, I thought perhaps, perhaps, you’d managed to climb onto Vattuo’s back and escape, but then no one saw you or your surly beast for months, and I reckoned you’d succumbed to the knife wound.”

“That you gave me,” Azariah said.

“That you gave yourself,” Camadaea sneered. “And now you’ve come here. To what? Kill me?”

“In point of fact,” Azariah said, “I came to free you.”

Camadaea circled the table. “From Faedryn, I suppose.”

“Precisely.”

She stepped around the table to his left. “Was it your crooked little friend’s idea?”

“On the contrary, he urged me to slit your throat.”

Camadaea snorted. “I see which of you inherited courage when the two of you split.”

That stung a bit, but Azariah tried not to let it show. “None of that matters, Camadaea. I beg you to remember the time before Faedryn. To remember your love of Alra.”

“I remember, but now I know the truth. A truth you seem content to ignore.” She took the iron pincers from their hook. “Alra was a deceiver.”

“That’s a lie,” Azariah said, “a way for you to accept that what you do in his name is good and righteous. But it isn’t. It’s evil.”

“Tell me, did you sense something during the Sundering? Did you become aware of another presence?”

“Whose? Faedryn’s?”

“No, Azariah. Alra’s.”

He hadn’t. Of course he hadn’t. “Alra is gone.”

“That’s what we’ve always thought, but since the Sundering, I’ve held Ember’s shard many times to prepare for his awakening. I’ve learned how to sense the tether to Ember’s soul. I know how to control him. I’ve felt more, though. Something that feels… other than Ember. I wonder if it’s Alra.” She snapped the pincers with a loud click.

Azariah had known Camadaea for decades. He thought he could tell when she was lying, and she seemed to be telling the truth. But what she was saying was impossible. “You’re lying,” he finally said.

“Think back, Azariah. Did you feel Alra in Strages’ shard?”

“I never touched it.”

“Not once?” She clicked the pincers again.

“Never. Faedryn forbade me.”

“Did you sense her when Ancris was breaking apart?”

His instinct was to dismiss the idea as preposterous, but Camadaea seemed genuinely to believe it was possible, so he thought back to his time in the temple as the city was tearing itself apart. He’d sensed Faedryn earlier that day, but that sense had vanished when Faedryn abandoned him. He felt nothing similar after. “I didn’t feel her, Camadaea. I swear it.”

She stared at him a moment through her golden mask. “I’ll tell you what I think. I think the goddess is still alive, in a manner of speaking. I think her soul is trapped in the shards. The explosion of aura that destroyed Ancris might have awakened her. Perhaps she managed to convince you of her lies in that moment, made you her thrall, compelled you to free her before Faedryn rises again.”

“Alra is gone,” Azariah repeated.

“How would you know? She might be manipulating your mind without your even knowing. I ask you again, Azariah. Did you hold Strages’ shard?”

“No. Never.”

She spread the pincers wide and closed them on the tip of Azariah’s pinky. “Tell me the truth.”

“I am. I never touched it. Faedryn forbade me!”

She squeezed the pincers. He felt blood coursing through the tip of his pinky. Harder and harder she squeezed. Pressure became pain, then the bone crunched. Pain burst up his arm. He writhed and screamed, but the restraints held him in place.

“Did you touch it?”

“No! I swear to you!”

Camadaea moved the pincers higher along his pinky and squeezed again. Snap. Azariah shrieked.

“Who have you spoken to since you left Ancris?”

He considered telling her about Praefectus Damika but refused to give her the satisfaction. “No one! I’ve been alone, healing, planning!”

Camadaea moved the pincers up again and crushed the bone near the knuckle. Azariah screamed and shook wildly, tried to kick his legs, but couldn’t.

Then Azariah suddenly felt like he was falling. The pain dulled, and the sound of his own screams faded, as if wax had been stuffed into his ears. He barely felt the pincers move to his ring finger.

You can thank me later, the Hissing Man rasped inside his head.

“Where is Vattuo?” asked Camadaea.

“Gone,” the Hissing Man said. “I let him go.”

Camadaea paused. “Well, well, well.” She released Azariah’s finger and tapped his forehead with the pincers. “I wondered if you were still in there somewhere.”

The Hissing Man said nothing.

Camadaea walked back to the wall and hung the pincers. “We’ll continue this another time, Azariah” – she headed toward the door – “when you’re more… yourself.”

Camadaea left and boomed the door shut. The lock clinked. Her footsteps dwindled, and silence soon reigned.

Though Azariah could still feel the pain, it was distant, like he’d been given milk of the poppy. The Hissing Man would feel the full, unadulterated pain.

The Hissing Man spoke, not in a rasp, but in a soft whisper, “I’ll stay for as long as you need.”

You don’t have to do this, Azariah said. He wasn’t accustomed to accepting kindnesses, much less one so selfless.

“I choose to,” replied the Hissing Man, and the words echoed in the cold chamber.

Azariah suddenly remembered Cassian, his son, fully grown and handsome, a Priest of the First Order, delivering a sermon to a packed house, mere weeks before Azariah killed him.

“Before I killed him,” the Hissing Man said.

The pain the Hissing Man was taking for him was an atonement of sorts, Azariah understood. Azariah didn’t want to feel indebted to him, but he couldn’t deal with the pain, either, so he let himself go, insulated far beneath the surface of his physical self. He refused to thank the Hissing Man. This was atonement. The Hissing Man had killed Cassian.

Hours later, Azariah awoke shivering. The Hissing Man was gone. His stomach growled. He hadn’t eaten since before he’d tried to kidnap Demetra. His shattered pinky and his nose throbbed in unison, but the pain was manageable… if he didn’t move.

Footsteps again. A key rattled in the lock, the door groaned open, and light streamed into the room.

Azariah expected Camadaea, or maybe Demetra, but Quintarch Zabrienne, a stately woman in black finery and a golden circlet, strode toward him. But alas, Demetra entered behind her holding a ring of keys and a lantern. Zabrienne looked him up and down and shook her head, though whether it was over his nakedness, Camadaea’s treatment of him, or his being there at all, he couldn’t say.

“Bathe him,” Zabrienne said. “Give him fresh clothes. See to it his hand is not infected, then deliver him to the palace.”

“Yes, Majesty,” Demetra muttered.

Zabrienne left, and Demetra took out her locket and sniffed a pinch of white auris and a pinch of black umbris. She mended the seeping wounds on Azariah’s finger, but as soon as she started the cool, healing effect, she stopped. The finger still throbbed, and the bones felt only partially healed.

Then Demetra unbuckled Azariah’s restraints, led him up to the bathhouse in the temple proper, and allowed him to take a cold bath in a wooden tub. When he was done, she threw him a pair of woolen trousers, a rope belt, a shirt, and black leather shoes.

“Get dressed.”

Azariah was tall and broad-shouldered, but the shirt and trousers hung off him like a bloody scarecrow’s clothes. The shoes, on the other hand, were so tight he left them unlaced.

Demetra led Azariah through the empty temple to the front steps and manhandled him into a carriage, then joined him. As the carriage trundled toward the temple gates, no one stood atop the temple walls. The only people in the courtyard were a few black-robed acolytes, who were hurriedly loading wooden crates onto the beds of three wagons.

The carriage rumbled through the gates, down the slopes of Mount Sanctirus, and across a broad plaza. Like the temple above, the usually bustling plaza and the nearby entrance to the shrine were empty. They passed the same square Azariah had come to the day before, but the crane was gone. The top of the gleaming tube was visible in its hole, surrounded by a crowd of workers, shepherds, and imperial soldiers. The shepherds were overseeing the work crew, who were shoveling black powder from an open cart into the open end of the indurium tube.

“Dear goddess,” Azariah said.

That was how the geoflare was going to be triggered.

“You see?” Demetra said. “You’ve come too late to stop it.”

Azariah didn’t bother telling her that wasn’t why he’d come.

The carriage wove through the city and up a mountain to Quintarch Zabrienne’s palace. Demetra handed him over to a pair of praetorian guards in shining lorica segmentata and helms with purple crests who led him to a room on the third floor.

“May I have some food?” Azariah said to the guardsmen.

Neither replied. The guards left and locked the door behind them.

The room was warm; a small fire crackled in a hearth. A table with six chairs around it stood near a bank of windows with a broad view of Caldoras.

After several minutes, he banged on the inside of the door. “A man can die of hunger, you know!”

Someone laughed outside. “Sit quietly, Your Radiance, lest the quintarch have a change of heart.”

He pounded again. “A bit of wine, at least?”

There was no reply.

After an hour had passed, he stomped toward the door again, but stopped when he heard footsteps approaching – Quintarch Zabrienne, surely, come to explain why she was keeping him at the palace. But when the door opened, Quintarch Lucran and his daughter, Skylar, entered.
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TWENTY: AZARIAH

Azariah tried to remain calm as Quintarch Lucran, in his flaxen silk raiment, black boots, and a ruby circlet, and Skylar, in a blue-and-white dress, walked into the sitting room. They both had blond hair and blue eyes. They had the same lofty air as well, as if arrogance and vanity were not taught but inherited. Azariah wondered how they’d learned he was in Caldoras in the first place. Why Quintarch Zabrienne wanted him to speak with them was an even bigger mystery.

Lucran told the guards to leave and they did. Two of Lucran’s praetorian guards in red armor took their place outside the door. Azariah recognized the nearer as Tribunus Victanius, a grizzled war veteran with tightly cropped hair and piercing eyes. Victanius bowed to Lucran and closed the door.

Lucran took a long look at Azariah. “Does your hand need tending to?”

Azariah had no idea what the quintarch could do for it, but he refused to look weak. “It will keep.”

Lucran shrugged. “Are you hungry?”

Azariah nearly said no to that as well, but he was practically starving, so he nodded, and Lucran opened the door.

“Have food and wine brought.”

“At once, Your Majesty,” Victanius said.

Lucran closed the door again and motioned for Azariah to sit. He did so, Lucran sitting across from him. Skylar took a chair to Azariah’s left.

“Three men died in Hrindegaard because of you,” Lucran said.

“And you broke your vow,” Azariah replied.

Skylar spat, “A vow to a traitor is meaningless.”

Lucran glanced sharply at her. “Skylar—”

“No! Damika lost an arm because of him.”

“That wasn’t…” Azariah paused. Of course it was his fault. “How is she?”

“Never mind that,” Lucran growled. “I need answers, Azariah.”

Azariah’s stomach chose that moment to rumble. He was so hungry and thirsty he almost forgot what he was saying. “Zabrienne, it seems to me” – he raised his half-healed hand – “was well poised to get them for you.”

“Don’t play the fool.”

A knock came at the door. Skylar stood and opened it, and a servant woman rolled in a cart with sliced apples, pears, cheeses, sweetbreads, a decanter of white wine, and a bottle of syris. At Lucran’s direction, she rolled the cart next to Azariah, bowed, and left.

Azariah stared at the food for a long moment.

“Go ahead,” Lucran told him. “It’s not poisoned.”

Azariah, in his hunger, hadn’t even considered that. He cradled his wounded hand in his lap and heaped food onto a plate with the other. He poured himself a generous helping of white wine, then dug in. With Lucran and the princess watching, he tried to eat slowly and with a modicum of decorum, but hunger won out. He crunched on apple slices, wolfed two small sweetbreads with salty, tangy cheese, then gulped the wine. Around a slice of juicy pear, he said, “You had questions.”

“Before the eruption,” Lucran said, “Skylar spent a fair bit of time with Lorelei Aurelius and Kellen Vesarius. They were trying to figure out what you were up to, what your real purpose was in building the palisade. They think you pushed for the palisade to awaken Strages and that you recruited the Red Knives to do what you couldn’t – build the crucible.” Lucran paused. “Do they have the right of it?”

“I told Damika as much in Hrindegaard.”

“I want to hear you say it, Azariah.”

The Hissing Man, hunched in his black habit, leaned in the chair to Azariah’s right, his back to the fireplace. “We’re quite the conundrum,” he hissed. “He hopes to use us but isn’t sure he can trust us.”

Azariah ignored him. “Yes,” he said and took a bite of cinnamon bread. “They have the right of it.”

Lucran nodded to Skylar, and Skylar drew a piece of paper from a leather pouch at her belt. “Three days ago, we received this,” she said, unfolding the paper. She slid it across the table.

Azariah reached for it and bumped his left hand on the table. He clenched his teeth, took the paper with his good hand, and read it. Apparently, a ferrywoman named Yzolde Brightvale had made a terrible discovery. She claimed Faedryn was reaching out through the maze, compelling the unwary to act on his behalf. It happened to a ferryman name Rhodri Korrighan and likely to others.

When he was done, Lucran asked, “What do you know of it?”

“Nothing,” Azariah said truthfully. “Faedryn was terrified of being discovered the entire time I was enthralled to him.” He shook the paper. “He would never have risked something like this – it would draw too much attention.”

“We’ve looked into it further,” Skylar said. “The ferryman, Rhodri, threatened a patrician. Similar threats have been made against other patricians who appeared ready to vote for Kalden Lyndenfell in place of Willow.”

Lucran continued, “We suspect Faedryn is behind all of those threats. The question I have is why would Faedryn risk revealing his power now if, as you say, he wouldn’t have done so in the past?”

“I don’t know.” Azariah pushed the paper back toward Skylar, finished his wine, and poured himself another. “Faedryn never shared his plans with me. He gave orders and expected them to be followed.”

Skylar folded the paper and tucked it into her pouch. “He must think it will help him escape.”

“No doubt,” Azariah told her, “but how does ginning up votes for the next imperatorship accomplish that?”

The Hissing Man flattened his gnarled hands on the table and sat up straighter. “Faedryn wants Kalden to be the imperator.”

Azariah didn’t want to acknowledge the Hissing Man in front of Lucran and his daughter, of all people, but he needed to know why the Hissing Man thought that. Nearly laughing at how foolish he must look, he turned his head toward the Hissing Man and whispered, “The threats warned them to vote for Willow.”

“Truuuue,” the Hissing Man said, “but the Holt’s patricians buck authority. Threats like those would make them do the opposite. Reverse psychology.”

Lucran glanced at the empty chair. “Is he here?”

Azariah nodded.

“What is he saying?”

Azariah told Lucran, then asked, “What do Kalden and Willow have to say about it?”

“Willow condemned the threats and says she didn’t send anyone. Kalden has jumped on the opportunity, telling anyone who’ll listen that someone who’s willing to stoop to such measures isn’t fit to represent the Holt.”

Skylar seemed considerably more wary of the empty chair than her father. “Is the Hissing Man right? Does Faedryn prefer Kalden?”

Azariah shrugged. “I’m not sure, but it’s within the realm of possibility.”

“The question worth a coffer full of scepters,” Lucran said, “is why? What does he hope to gain?”

To understand that, they needed to know what Faedryn’s plans were before the Sundering and what had changed.

“Don’t tell him that!” the Hissing Man rasped. “He’ll have us killed!”

Azariah whispered, “He needs to know.”

Skylar’s nostrils flared and she glared at the empty chair.

Lucran asked Azariah, “What do I need to know?”

Azariah took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “He wanted me to kill you. You and your whole family.”

Skylar, looking smug, pointed to Azariah. “Didn’t I tell you, Father?”

The Hissing Man stood up, walked to the hearth, and clenched his fists.

Lucran bristled but didn’t seem angry, which was surprising, considering how protective he usually was of his family.

“It would be the Holy Rebellion all over again,” Azariah continued, “only this time, it would work. I was to rise to the throne. With Strages at my command, we would force Zabrienne to bend her knee to the Church, or we’d kill her and have Camadaea take her place. The other quintarchs would follow. Once Faedryn controlled the levers of the empire, we would move on the Holt, paint Marstan Lyndenfell as an enemy sympathizer, and kill him if he resisted. Then, we’d move on Gonsalond.”

“To free Faedryn,” Lucran said.

“To free Faedryn.”

“But then you lost Strages.”

“We didn’t lose him. Camadaea gave him to the Red Knives.”

Lucran’s brows pinched. “What? Why?”

“Several reasons. Lorelei had discovered too much of our plan, and by then Camadaea learned of’’ – he gestured toward the Hissing Man, pacing to his right – “him.”

“I suffer for you and this is the thanks I get?” The Hissing Man stopped and stabbed a knobby finger at Azariah. “I’m no raving lunatic!”

Azariah took a moment to compose himself. The Hissing Man’s panic was leeching into him. “The biggest reason for the change,” he went on, “was Yeriel. She found out about us when Morraine used Yeriel’s shard, hoping to learn how to master Strages’. Faedryn wanted to hand Strages over to the Red Knives so the quintarchs would have a common enemy. It worked. Now two more paragons will be raised. How that helps Faedryn precisely, I cannot say, but is there any doubt he wants the quintarchs to march on the Holt? If that happens, Gonsalond won’t be far behind.”

Lucran and Skylar exchanged looks. Then Lucran said, “Why not simply enslave the people in the Holt permanently, like he did with you?”

“The ritual my fellow illustrae and I underwent is complex. If he tried to use it on so many people, the quintarchs might learn of it. Turning people into puppets through the maze gives him the control he desires while maintaining the illusion that the illustrae are still servants of Alra. Plus, controlling us was taxing. Even Faedryn has his limits.”

The Hissing Man suddenly stopped pacing. “Tell them what Camadaea said.”

Azariah knew he was referring to her admissions about Alra, but he didn’t follow the connection. “What does that have to do with anything?”

Skylar slammed her hand on the table. “Stop talking to—”

Lucran raised a hand, and Skylar leaned back and crossed her arms over her chest.

“What did he say?” asked Lucran.

Azariah waited for the Hissing Man to answer his question.

“What if it’s true?” the Hissing Man wheezed. “What if some trace of Alra remains in the Heartstone shards?”

Despite his cynicism, the Hissing Man did believe in Alra. Azariah did, too, but the idea that her soul had survived the Ruining seemed no less preposterous than it had when Camadaea mentioned it.

“The idea could die with us if we don’t tell them,” the Hissing Man said.

The words were like a splash of cold water. Azariah couldn’t risk no one knowing that Alra might still be alive. He turned to Lucran. “Camadaea admitted to me that she’d sensed something in Ember’s shard, something other than his soul. She thought it might be a trace of Alra’s.”

Azariah thought Lucran would laugh, but the quintarch seemed to consider the notion. “An item as powerful as the Heartstone, touched by Alra herself? An item that led to Faedryn’s fall? It doesn’t seem impossible that some trace of her would linger, even now.”

“Whatever the case,” Azariah said, “there are too many questions for me to answer. And stuck in here, I have no way to find out more.”

“You told Damika your goal was to stop Faedryn from escaping his prison. Did you mean it?”

“I did. I still do.”

A pregnant pause followed. Lucran regarded Skylar with a subtle lift of his eyebrows, and Skylar shook her head almost imperceptibly. Lucran stared at the table for several seconds. Then he called out, “Victanius…?”

The tribunus ducked his head inside the room. “Your Majesty?”

“Bring her.”

Victanius bowed and left.

Azariah had no idea who he meant. Camadaea? Quintarch Zabrienne? But then he heard slow, shuffling footsteps approaching the door, and he knew. Praefectus Damika entered wearing her dress uniform, her curly hair tightly bound. Her empty left sleeve was pinned to the back of her coat. Azariah felt himself shrinking. Lucran pulled out a chair for her directly across from Azariah, and Damika sat and stared at him.

“I’m sorry,” Azariah told her. It sounded pitiful and hollow, even to his own ear.

Damika swiveled her head halfway to Lucran and waited.

“So?” Lucran asked her.

“I believe him,” Damika replied.

“You’re sure?” Lucran asked.

“You asked me to judge his sincerity,” she said. “I believe now, as I did in Hrindegaard, that he’s free of Faedryn’s influence and that he wants to help.”

“What of this Alra business?”

Damika shrugged. “I’ve no idea.”

When Lucran lapsed into pensive silence, Skylar looked from him to Damika and back again. “You can’t be considering it,” she hissed. “He doesn’t deserve a second chance.”

Lucran remained silent, then drew in a deep breath and regarded his daughter. “I disagree. Now is the time to use every tool at our disposal.” He turned his attention to Azariah. “We know of five men who Faedryn controlled. Three haven’t been seen since they delivered their messages. One was killed by the man he threatened. The fifth is the ferryman. He was spotted heading down the Vagabond in a canoe. Andalingr’s reeve ordered a search, but they still haven’t found him.”

Skylar laid her hands on the table. “Despite my counsel, your quintarch thinks you might prove useful. We want you to find Rhodri, find out what he knows. Find out how Faedryn is using the maze and what his plans are.”

Azariah suddenly realized that the empire would need the maze, especially with war looming. With Faedryn controlling at least part of it, that could be difficult, if not impossible. Even so, it was still a bit hard to believe they wanted his help. “Why me?”

Lucran leaned forward. “Because you’re resourceful. Go to the Holt. Find this missing ferryman. I’ll give you powder and a dragon, if you need one, and anything else that might help.”

“And Zabrienne will just allow me to traipse about the Holt for you?”

“You were brought here under the pretense that I’d send you to Ancris to await your trial. You will suddenly and daringly escape me.”

Azariah chuckled. “Cunningly as well, I hope. I have a reputation to uphold.”

“On the contrary, it will be as mundane as I can make it.” Lucran smiled. “More believable that way.”

Azariah was skeptical. It felt like a trap, but try as he might, he couldn’t see what Lucran would gain from it. He looked at the Hissing Man, but the Hissing Man merely shrugged. “The powder, I’ll take. I have no need for a dragon.”

Damika stiffened, but said nothing.

“Very well,” Lucran said. “We should also discuss the matter of your reward.”

Azariah leaned back and barked a laugh. “I must be hearing things. Did you say reward?”

Lucran’s eyes narrowed. “Incentive might be a better word.”

“My incentive is to see Faedryn —”

“The night of the Sundering,” Damika cut in “you were spotted leaving Ancris on Vattuo. Other witnesses saw you fly deep into the Wayward Oxen. When it became clear that you had, for whatever reason, flown to Tortoise Peak, I had it scoured.”

Azariah stiffened. Please, Mighty Alra, leave Cassian out of this.

“Among the floating islands,” she continued, “we found a grave with your son’s name on it. It seemed a lonely place. Too lonely.” With her good hand, she reached into her coat, pulled out a wisplight, and set it on the table between them.

The orb glowed bright blue in Azariah’s second sight. He reached for it but stopped short of touching the glass. He might not even receive a vision from Cassian’s wisp, but he decided he wasn’t ready for one anyhow.

“Your payment,” Damika said.

“That and your life,” Lucran added, “which you’ll lead in exile.”

Azariah blinked away tears. Oh, Cassian, I’m so sorry you’re mixed up in this.

He reached again for the globe, but Lucran grabbed it and held it up like he might throw it. “Refuse me, or fail me, and this goes to Japheth. Or maybe Camadaea. I might even have it delivered to Llorn. Perhaps he’ll raise your son from the dead and turn him into a draugr like Morraine.”

“You don’t have to do this,” Azariah said.

“The Sundering killed thousands of people,” Lucran roared. “Ancris is broken because of you. By all rights I should burn you, but I’m trying to do right by my city and the empire. Now answer me. Do you accept these terms or not?”

The Hissing Man seethed. He hated being indebted – whether to a god or a man – but Azariah suspected it was more than that. The Hissing Man had buried Cassian on that floating island. Though he’d done it in part to assuage his own guilt for having killed him, he’d also done it for Azariah. It was a selfless act done to honor Cassian. He would view the desecration of Cassian’s grave and the quickening of his wisp as unforgivable sins.

But the decision what to do with Cassian’s wisp was Azariah’s alone.

Azariah felt suddenly lightheaded. He turned toward the windows and felt a tickling sensation in his chest, like he’d sniffed far too much auris and it was now spreading through his body. Something rumbled outside. He felt it beneath his feet. The windows rattled. Dust fell from the ceiling. Azariah walked to the window and stared out at the ordered streets of Caldoras. Lucran, Skylar, and Damika joined him.

Someone outside the palace shouted orders. Somewhere, a dragon roared. The rumble turned to rolling thunder, and in the courtyard below, dozens of people filed from the palace. Guards, chambermaids, cooks, and lords and ladies alike entered the watchtower beside the palace gates and climbed the stairs, lined up along the curtain wall and stared out toward Sanctirus. They pointed and shouted as black cracks formed along the mountain’s snow-covered slopes. Screamed as the peak broke from the mountain and floated up to the sky.

Then the rest of the mountain – the trees, the temple, the shrine and its walls – broke into pieces and lifted. Islands fractured. Snow-topped earth rose, and the detritus of the mountain, the temple, and the shrine rained down into the black cavity below.

Skylar pressed her hand to her chest. “Stone and scree and bright blue sky, the power…”

Azariah felt it too. It felt like his heart would burst from it.

“Goddess protect us,” Damika said.

In much less time than he would have guessed, the floating isles stilled, and three bronze dragons soared toward the shrine on the lower chunks of earth and stone.

“Answer me, Azariah,” Lucran said. “Will you go to the Holt? Find Rhodri for me?”

Azariah managed to shift his attention from the eruption to his son’s glowing wisp on the table behind him. He hated that he’d been reduced to a servant, that his son’s soul had become a bargaining chip. But he supposed he deserved no better after all he’d done. What could he do now but try to make amends and see that his son’s soul found peace?

“I will.”
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TWENTY-ONE: RHIANNON

Rhiannon left the mending room, where Yeriel and Snow on the Mountain were tending to Hellebore, and entered the long room with the twin rows of beds. Sable was waiting for her just inside the entrance.

“Don’t mind Snow,” Sable said as she and Rhiannon fell into step down the central aisle. “She’s likely more upset with herself than you for not protecting Hellebore.”

“Didn’t seem that way,” Rhiannon said. “She looked so angry. I didn’t even do anything.”

“One day you’ll find love and you’ll understand.”

Maladox was waiting for them at the archway.

“Go home,” Sable told Rhiannon. “Get some rest.”

Sable left them, but Rhiannon didn’t want to go home. The thought of being alone was making her anxious. She veered left at a ringwalk and struck a path toward the promenade, a winding, half-mile deck that snaked between the trees. Maladox followed without complaint.

The longer they walked, the more the cold seemed to seep beneath Rhiannon’s skin. She hugged herself and shivered. She didn’t think Maladox noticed, but a moment later, he rubbed her back tenderly.

“That was a lot,” he said. “Don’t let Snow rattle you, though. You did well.”

Rhiannon nodded, willing Maladox to silence. She didn’t want to be alone, but she didn’t want to talk, either.

Lux sank below the trees in the west, and the bright pink sky dimmed. Up and down the citadel trunks, clusters of bright, glowing lights stuck out from the bark. Everyone called them candelabra, but they looked like glowing bunches of grapes. Rhiannon still didn’t know if they were a plant or some sort of spell Yeriel had cast long ago, but as the sun went down, they brightened along the walkways, decks, and bridgeboughs. Every burrow had at least one candelabra near their entrances and more inside the burrows, clinging to walls or hanging from ceilings. Draped in cloth or fitted with shades, they lent a pleasant lantern-like glow to a room. Like so much in the Veiled City, they made Andalingr seem crude by comparison.

They reached the head of the promenade and followed its gentle curve through the trees, past storefronts and benches, potted trees and fire pits. Passing by so many citadels lent the promenade a cavernous feel, like some winding hall in the home of the gods. Up ahead, the Umbral Tree shimmered like a mythical obelisk. She’d grown so used to the knot in her gut when she came near it she hardly thought of it anymore, but it was there, a reminder of its curse to hold Faedryn in its roots. A vision of those same roots reaching down and wrapping around Brelleg’s neck came to her. She saw Brelleg struggling and kicking, Faedryn staring down at them.

Rhiannon hugged herself tighter and blinked the memory away. She and Maladox passed a fire pit with a few dozen people sitting around it. Men and women chatted and drank from wooden cups. Trigve, a narrow-faced musician with a pointy chin, rosy cheeks, and a curly mop of hair, was playing a harp and singing softly. His beloved, Ava, a dark-skinned woman with startling green eyes, tapped her foot while banging on a skin drum. They were a mainstay on the promenade and in the tea houses of Gonsalond. On seeing Rhiannon and Maladox, they stopped playing, and Trigve said, “Maladox! Rhiannon! Come join us. Tell us more about the Deepwood Fens!”

Their ten-year-old daughter Erin, a shy girl with kinky brown hair, hid behind her mother and stared at Rhiannon.

Maladox raised his eyebrows at Rhiannon, but Rhiannon wasn’t thrilled with the idea. She’d humored them once with her travails in the Deepwood. They’d nodded and smiled, but in a humoring way, as if they didn’t really believe it. It made her experiences feel cheap, and she didn’t need that just then.

She shook her head, and Maladox waved. “Another time.”

They passed a book shop – more of a library, actually; very little in Gonsalond was bought or sold as such. The shopkeep, a wizened woman in a shawl, was talking with a much younger woman with long black hair. A boy wandered among the shelves, seemingly on a mission to touch every book on every shelf – the ones he could reach, anyway. The shopkeep smiled at Rhiannon and beckoned her in, but Rhiannon shook her head and kept moving.

They headed down a winding stairway silently until Maladox, eyeing her, said, “It’s not too late to leave, you know.”

“I never said I wanted to leave.”

“It’s not what you say, girl. It’s how you look. It’s how few friends you’ve made. You look like a sheepdog with no flock, all sad and restless. I reckon you miss the abbey. And after you saw your friend today, I’d bet my hunting knife it’s hitting you more’n normal.”

It was, but she didn’t want to admit that to Maladox or he’d start questioning why they were still there again. “I can’t leave,” Rhiannon said. “Yeriel is trying to stop Faedryn. We need to help her.”

“Help her what? Hide? She seems to be doing that well enough on her own.”

“I told you—”

“Yes, yes, she needs to keep watch over the old trickster.” The Umbral Tree shimmered a deep purple in Nox’s unlight. “But if Yeriel had joined us today, we might have Strages, and Hellebore wouldn’t’ve been hurt.”

They came to a ringwalk. Rhiannon stopped and waited until Maladox stopped too and faced her. “Stop questioning her,” she told him.

Maladox shrugged. “Maybe you need to question her more. Ever think about that?”

Rhiannon had, but how could she? Yeriel was ancient and wise. Who was Rhiannon to speak against her?

Rhiannon crossed her arms over her chest, and Maladox raised his hands.

“I’ve said my piece,” he said. “Come on, let’s go to the burrow. I’ll make my famous stew and you can beat me at tines again.”

“Go and get started. I need to think.”

He continued down the stairs, but after a few windings, he stopped and called up to her. “It’s venison! Your favorite!”

“I said I’ll be there!”

His rumbling chuckle drifted up to her; then she was alone with the creaking citadels and the lively tune coming from the promenade. She wandered the walkways vaguely downtree and sunk into her thoughts. She did miss her days at the abbey. She used to hate catching sticklebacks and grinding them into a smelly meal for the garden. Now she’d give anything to be back there, making fun of Irik while he snatched the prickly fish from their traps and howled as they stung him. She worried about how Llorn had rubbed off on him.

She reached the forest floor and wandered along a stone-lined path, past the tall standing stones of the vyrd and toward the mere, which, despite winter’s chill, hadn’t frozen over. Months ago, Yeriel had shown Rhiannon a vision in the reflections of those waters from the time of the Ruining – Strages and his army of the dead assaulting an ancient city. The vision had taken on new meaning now that she’d seen the paragon in the flesh.

She had meant what she said to Irik. Strages was a slave, and for that he deserved pity, but she shuddered to think what would happen if the shard were not controlling him.

She knelt and tried to use the mere like she had her mother’s looking glass. “Sgàthan cian,” she chanted, “sgàthan cian…” She had no brass rim to flick, so she flicked the water instead, willed it to show her Alra and the Ruining and the defeat of Faedryn, but the water only reflected back her own wavering face.

High above her, people broke into cheers and whistles. As Rhiannon stared up toward the promenade, she heard a soft voice behind her, “It isn’t the water that grants the visions, you know.”

She turned and saw young Erin hiding behind a broken standing stone. “Then what does?” Rhiannon asked her.

Erin skipped down the path toward Rhiannon. “Well, it’s the trees, isn’t it?”

“And how would you know?”

“Grandma told me.”

Rhiannon smiled. “Is she a druin?”

Erin shook her head. “No, silly. She’s Yeriel.”

Rhiannon had no idea, and it probably showed. “Yeriel is your grandmother?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Does she have other grandchildren? Do you have aunts and uncles?”

“Lots.”

“Any outside Gonsalond?”

“I think so,” Erin shrugged. “Don’t know how many, though.”

Rhiannon realized she shouldn’t be surprised, but Yeriel had always seemed so otherworldly that Rhiannon had never even imagined she could be a mother.

Rhiannon reconsidered what Erin had told her. That the trees would share memories made sense – they recorded the stories of people, after all. Rhiannon’s own grandmother, Rygmora, had learned how to pry those memories from the citadels. Yeriel clearly had as well.

“Do you know how to do it?” Rhiannon asked Erin.

Erin shook her head. Then her mother called down from the promenade. “Erin?”

Erin froze. She looked like she wanted to stay, but Rhiannon didn’t want her to get into trouble. “Go on. Thanks for your help.”

When her mother called again, Erin shrugged and peeled off toward the stairs.

Rhiannon knelt beside the mere and dipped her finger into the water. She watched the ripples play with the canopy’s reflection. She felt the citadels and their roots beneath her, stronger than anything she’d felt back in Andalingr, almost like the forest wanted to speak to her – but try as she might, no visions came.

Soon the music from the promenade stopped. Gonsalond felt empty in that moment. She decided she should go to Maladox and eat stew, play cards, and talk nonsense, but then she heard footsteps. Yeriel was approaching on the footpath.

“Hello,” Rhiannon said stupidly. Even after all her time in Gonsalond, she felt like a child before the paragon.

“I want to thank you for helping Hellebore,” Yeriel told her. “It was very brave. You likely saved her life.”

“Snow on the Mountain didn’t seem to think so.”

“Snow is protective, of Hellebore especially.”

“Of course,” Rhiannon said. “They’re lovers.”

“Yes, but it’s deeper than that. Hellebore trained Snow. She sponsored her entry into the Seven. Plus, Snow is used to being the youngest. She might be a little jealous that she’s no longer the shiniest coin in the purse.”

“Jealous of me?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“But I’m not even one of them.”

“You’ve been around them a lot. And Snow knows I’ve been grooming you.”

Rhiannon laughed so suddenly it came out as a snort. “You’ve hardly spent any time with me since I got here.”

“I’ve been pulled in many directions, but I’ve guided Moth in your arcane studies and kept tabs on your swordplay. You’ve done well in both – better, to be honest, than I thought you would. I’m confident you can step in for Hellebore.”

Rhiannon realized her mouth was hanging open and closed it. “Step in…?”

“Sadly, Hellebore will never walk again without crutches. Her days as a soldier are over.”

“And you want me to replace her?”

“Not replace. You’re not ready for that. But for now, I want you to assist the Seven.”

“How?”

“When the time is right, we’ll try again to get Strages. I want you to take on a bigger role this time in helping us.”

Rhiannon wanted to know what, specifically, that meant, but her thoughts were drawn more toward what Maladox had said earlier. “Why didn’t you come with us today?”

“I told you—”

“I know. You’re busy.”

Yeriel glared at her a moment. “Take care how you speak to me.”

Rhiannon felt her cheeks go hot. She bowed deeply. “Forgive me, my lady. It’s just, there’s too much at stake for you to hide behind the veil.”

“Is that what you think I’m doing? Hiding?”

“Well, aren’t you?”

“What were you looking for in the water?”

Rhiannon nearly lied, but that was the old Rhiannon. She was no longer the scared little girl who’d grown up in an abbey. “The truth. About you. About Faedryn. About Strages.”

If Yeriel was surprised or angry, she didn’t show it. “I don’t blame you, but the past is not important. The present is – stopping Faedryn now before it’s too late.” She paused and looked around. “What I tell you now you cannot repeat – not to anyone, and that includes Maladox, unless I give you my permission. Are we understood?”

Rhiannon nodded, as nervous as she was excited.

“Faedryn has found a way to use the maze to beguile the people of the Holt. It’s taxing, and his control over them appears to be temporary, at least for now, but while he has them, they do his bidding.”

Rhiannon hardly knew what to say. “Has he done this before?”

“To the illustrae, yes, but his power has expanded since the destruction of Strages’ shrine. He has become an ever-increasing threat.”

“Can’t you stop him?”

Yeriel put a hand on Rhiannon’s shoulder. “Now you begin to see, Rhiannon. I’m doing my best to keep him in check, but he’s using the Umbral Tree to reach the maze. Until I can stop him once and for all, he will remain a god of countless guises, working to free himself and get revenge on us all.”

“But that’s horrible!” All the excitement Rhiannon had felt turned to sour milk.

“Yes,” Yeriel said, “and what’s worse, my spies tell me the quintarchs are preparing to awaken Ember and Cinder.”

“Deepest roots, why?”

“Because they’re afraid of what Llorn might do with Strages. This is why I must stay here. This is why I need your help. So I ask you again, will you help us?”

Again Rhiannon thought of Brelleg, of Faedryn leering down at her with his starry eyes. “Yes, my lady. You honor me.”
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TWENTY-TWO: MORRAINE

The wooden palisade had collapsed where two of the Seven’s ivories had tussled with an auburn. Beyond the gap, three Red Knife dragons lay lifeless: an amber, a viridian, and a cobalt. Closer, near the shattered wooden stakes, the auburn that had broken the palisade lay still, severe frost burns on its head and neck. It was unlikely to survive. The corpses of a dozen Red Knives lay scattered over the courtyard. The barracks had become a makeshift hospital for the wounded. Morraine stood in the fort’s courtyard, her arm in a sling, listening to their groans and screams. In the doorway, Llorn was talking to Ayasha, their Master of Dragons. The girl rubbed her pregnant belly absently and said something too soft for Morraine to hear.

The protection wards Sister Dereka had set up had worked, but no one had anticipated the speed with which the Seven would dismantle them, nor the ferocity of their attack. The attack was so successful hardly a minute had passed before Hellebore escaped and the Seven followed her away.

Llorn had sent the four dragons he could spare in search of Strages, but Morraine didn’t hold out much hope – the ivories could become invisible, and even if one of Llorn’s men did manage to find Strages, both dragon and rider would likely be turned to ice.

Llorn left the barracks and walked the frozen ground toward Morraine. He was a hard man who often hid his emotions, but he looked shaken.

“Where do we go from here?” he asked, perhaps more to himself than Morraine.

“All is not lost,” she said. “If we can find Strages’ shard, we can summon him, and Yeriel’s attack will have been for nothing.”

The wind whipped Llorn’s long black ponytail around his face. He huffed and shook his head. “Perhaps this is a blessing in disguise. You were having trouble containing him anyway.”

It was true, and though she was loathe to admit it, having Strages away in Gonsalond for a while would give her time to recover. “We’ll find the shard,” she said, more prayer than prediction.

Llorn hardly seemed to hear her as he looked around at the wreckage.

“Dragon inbound!” The lookout in the watchtower leaned out the window and pointed toward the forest. “Looks to be Bellicor!”

Morraine peered into the shadows of the distant citadels and spotted the big onyx weaving among the gargantuan trunks. As Bellicor flew closer, beating his broad wings against the chill winter air, Morraine could just make out Irik holding the reins. When they came closer still, she spotted Strages strapped to the saddle.

“You don’t seem relieved,” Llorn said.

“I am,” she replied, and she meant it. “It’s just, I can only imagine the fight he’s going to put up.”

Llorn looked like he was about to say something, but by then, Bellicor was soaring in for a landing. Llorn and Morraine both backed up as Irik set Bellicor down in the courtyard with a crash that sent snow, ice, and dirt flying. Four Knives in banded leather armor rushed to Bellicor’s side. Irik lowered Strages down to them, and the Knives carried the paragon toward to the eyrie.

Irik, bloodied from battle, jumped off Bellicor’s shoulder, crunched down on a frozen puddle, and bowed to Llorn, then Morraine.

“You look troubled,” Llorn said.

“I found the woman who took Strages. Bellicor wounded her ivory and chased it to the ground.”

“And…?”

Irik took a deep breath and looked at Morraine. “Rhiannon was there, with Maladox on Ircundus. They tried to take Strages.”

Morraine wasn’t sure where Irik’s story was going, or where she wanted it to go. “Is she dead?”

“No,” Irik said. “They got away. I was more worried about getting him back.”

Llorn chuckled, and Irik’s cheeks turned red. “No one expects you to fight Ircundus and one of the Seven.”

“Nor kill my daughter,” Morraine said, which, she suspected, was the real source of his discomfort. He was loyal to the Knives, but it was no secret he’d been fast friends with Rhiannon at the abbey. Morraine doubted he could bring himself to kill or even harm her.

“Should I go after them?” Irik asked.

“Help with the repairs, then find Raef. I want you to help him with something in Tallow.”

Irik nodded and jogged off, leaving Morraine alone with Llorn. Before either of them could say more, a long moan came from the eyrie and, along with it, a sour, sinking feeling in the pit of Morraine’s stomach. She pressed a hand to her gut, wishing she could throw up, but this feeling would stay as long as Strages was awake.

Llorn shook his head. “We can’t go on like this.”

Morraine laughed. “Should I strap him to Bellicor’s back and deliver him to the Seven?”

“You know what I mean. He’s the reason we were taken unawares. Everyone’s exhausted, including you. If we can’t find a way to keep him quiet, the Seven will just come back and kill us all.”

“I need sustenance.”

Llorn pointed to the wounded auburn. “You can have Griga.”

“Well, thank you very much, Brother, but Griga is far from enough. I want the commander, too.” Of the twelve captives they’d taken on their initial assault, only the barrel-chested commander was still alive. Llorn had wanted to use him as ransom, but Morraine needed him more.

“The dragon will have to be enough.”

“No,” Morraine said. “Give me the commander. Or maybe you’d prefer it if I wander the countryside until I find some homestead.”

Llorn sighed but didn’t say anything.

“You knew what to expect when you dug me up,” Morraine said.

“Not the extent of it. What happens when the commander is gone?”

“Well, you are King of the Wood. I don’t imagine you’ll find it difficult to rustle up more.” When he remained stubbornly silent, she said, “You know, some days I think you were better suited to be Aarik’s second, not the Holt’s first. Gird your loins, brother. This is only the beginning.”

Llorn headed toward the barracks. “Come with me.”

Morraine followed. Inside, nine wounded men lay in soldiers’ beds. In the farthest from the door was Darro, a dragonrider who’d been with Llorn for years, a blanket over his legs and hips. The skin near his belly was mushroom white, and his chest, shoulders, and neck were dark purple, frostbite from an ivory’s breath. He likely wouldn’t survive the day.

Morraine stood at the foot of the bed. Llorn sat on a stool and held Darro’s hand.

“Did you mean what you said to me earlier?” Llorn asked him.

Darro spoke in a voice as dry as autumn leaves, “Aye.” He looked Morraine square in the eyes. “Take me, my lady. Griga, too. Let our souls do some good after our failure.”

Griga was Darro’s bondmate. Darro had clearly made his offer before Llorn had told Morraine to be satisfied with the dragon’s soul. Morraine still wanted the commander.

“You place the enemy commander’s life above your own men?” Morraine asked Llorn.

It was Darro who answered. “He’s a bargaining chip. And his soul isn’t worthy. Mine is. I believe in you. I’m dead already,” he wheezed. “Take me. Take Griga. Let us help you. Let your victory become ours.”

Llorn leaned forward and kissed Darro’s forehead; then stood and faced Morraine. “Does that suffice?”

Morraine nearly told him that she preferred the ones that fought her, that she enjoyed it, but she was still embarrassed about it. “Yes,” she said with a nod.

With that, Llorn left and Morraine sat down on the stool next to Darro. She was tempted to tell him what would happen in detail. She wanted to see the fear in him, feel the thrill that came with it, but then she glanced at the other wounded and thought better of it.

“What shall I do, my lady?”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said.

While the other men watched, Morraine drew his soul from his mouth like wool, and she consumed it. Then she headed toward the exit, buzzing with energy, ignoring the other bedridden men looking at her, angry and confused by how unsatisfied she still felt. Her hunger would one day become insatiable. What would happen then?

Her shoulder felt better already. She took off the sling and tossed it onto a table. Then she left the barracks and headed toward Griga.

*

After cantfall, Morraine went to the eyrie and knelt on the straw-covered floor beside Strages. The paragon’s wrists and ankles were chained to four support beams. Morraine was sweating and exhausted. As she’d expected, the battle and the chase had left the ancient paragon as close to waking as she’d seen him.

He fought her attempts to lull him, but at last, he stilled and breathed softly. When the sunken pits where his eyes had once been began to twitch, Morraine placed a hand on his forehead, tapped into his dreams, and saw visions of Faedryn torturing him. “No,” Morraine told him, “dream of your love.”

He began dreaming of the raven-haired, bronze-skinned beauty he’d dreamed of many times before, holding her hand and then talking and drinking wine on some busy thoroughfare. They made passionate love on a low bed, a reed curtain flapping softly in the breeze. Morraine wasn’t sure if the visions were real memories, fantasies, or some combination of the two. A common thread ran through them, though: Strages was whole; the visions were from before Faedryn had made a ruin of him.

Morraine was just about to leave when the vision suddenly changed to Strages hiding behind a rain barrel in an alley, looking out toward a busy street in a city of white stone and red clay. Morraine could smell the stink of unwashed bodies, feel the grit of dirt beneath Strages’ bare feet. She felt the heat and humidity in the air, heard a vendor hawking dragon fruit. The jet-haired beauty ran through the crowd. She had a cut on her forehead, blood on her cheek and neck, spatters on her blue dress. Her knees were scraped, and one of her legs was covered in welts and bruises.

She glanced toward the alley, seemed to lock eyes with Strages, then sprinted up the steps of a graffiti-covered temple on the far side of the street, ran through fluted columns into an open space with a massive brass gong. The people of the city, many of them dirty and wearing threadbare clothes, watched her pass then went about their business.

A man in a red chiton and leather sandals loped along the street. His clothes were fine, his skin clean, his hair and curly beard well groomed. His eyes were lilac purple.

Someone shouted and pointed at him. “Daedemar! Daedemar!”

The people stood up from their blankets or broke from their haggling and scattered, leaving everything behind.

Daedemar continued down the rapidly emptying street, then moved so fast he blurred and reappeared at the temple steps. “Come, come, Yeriel. I only wish to talk.”

Morraine was so stunned the vision dimmed. She’d read extensively about Yeriel and Gonsalond. She’d even been to the Veiled City once to steal Yeriel’s shard, but she’d timed the excursion for when Yeriel was traveling to Glaeyand. Morraine had never seen her in the flesh. Could the woman in Strages’ dreams really be the same woman? She must be, but the woman of Strages’ dreams didn’t have hair that moved, as Yeriel was supposed to have. She didn’t have lilac eyes, either. Daedemar had them.

Morraine placed her hand on Strages’ clammy forehead and reconnected to the vision.

Strages raced toward the temple, pulled a glittering garrote from his purse, and wrapped it around his hands. The garrote vibrated as he tightened it. He crept silently up the stairs. Daedemar rounded the massive gong and, in another blur, reappeared near a long, low cabinet. He crouched and opened the doors. Yeriel was hiding inside.

“Help!” Yeriel screamed. “Help me, please!” Daedemar reached for her, and she kicked at him.

Strages crept to the top of the stairs, passed between the columns, and padded over the carpeted floor. He rounded the gong and tightened the garrote. The cord vibrated even more.

Daedemar snatched Yeriel’s ankle and dragged her from her hiding place. She screamed and fought wildly, but Daedemar yanked her further and straddled her on the floor.

“Tell me now,” Daedemar said, clamping a hand on her throat. “Why have you been asking after me?”

“I only wanted to know about Enwe,” Yeriel choked. “I wanted to know about the offer she made you!”

“That’s why you’ve been skulking about the city with that little beggar, Strages?” Daedemar chuckled. “The great game isn’t for you, child, nor him. It’s meant for the worthy, for the mighty. We’re to become gods, after all.”

Strages crept up behind Daedemar, slipped the garrote around the man’s neck, and pulled. Daedemar jumped up, but Strages yanked him off balance. Daedemar tried to get his fingertips beneath the garrote, but Strages pulled it tighter, preventing him. The garrote shook so much it hurt. Daedemar thrashed, tried to throw an elbow back at Strages but missed. Yeriel clambered to her feet and snatched his wrists, but Daedemar ripped them away and punched her in the face.

Yeriel crumpled to the carpet. Daedemar kicked Strages with his heel, but Strages held. Yeriel scrabbled away, and Strages lowered Daedemar to the floor. Daedemar’s wheezing slowed and then stopped. Strages seemed afraid to let go. Then finally, he released the garrote and sat back against the cabinet, panting.

A ball of golden light formed in Daedemar’s gaping mouth. It resembled a wisp in some ways, but it wasn’t blue. Strages got on his hands and knees and leaned toward the light, lips parted, but Yeriel shoved him away.

“We agreed I would be first!” she spat.

“But I killed him.”

“After I lured him here. He nearly killed me! You’ll have yours soon enough. You know you will.” Yeriel crawled to Daedemar and opened her mouth near the light. It jumped from his mouth to hers. She closed her eyes and convulsed. Then she opened them. They were lilac purple. She threw her head back and moaned, seemingly with pleasure.

Strages licked his lips and swallowed. “So?”

Yeriel flashed her lilac eyes and kissed Strages deeply. “It’s glorious, my love.”

As Yeriel leaned in for another kiss, the vision faded, and Morraine found herself in the cold stink of the eyrie once more. What she’d seen might have been a dream, but it hadn’t felt that way.

“Holy Fields of Déu,” Morraine whispered, staring down at Strages, “how did it all begin?”

She had no idea who Enwe was, nor what sort of offer she might have made to Daedemar. She would try to learn more from Strages himself, but it would have to wait. She was exhausted. She stood up, her legs stiff and creaking, and limped from the eyrie.

She headed across the empty courtyard and to the commander’s house. Llorn was sitting by the fire with Raef, Irik, and several others.

“He’s asleep?” Llorn boomed. His cheeks were rosy, his whiskey glass nearly empty.

Morraine paused halfway across the room. “He is.”

“Then why do you look so worried?”

She nearly asked to speak to him alone. She wanted someone to talk to, even if it was only Llorn, and she missed feeling like an older sister to him. But she had to settle her thoughts first. “If I look worried, it’s because we still don’t have the shard you promised me.”

Llorn seemed to deflate, then he pasted on a smile. “We were just talking about that. The shard will be in our hands soon.”

“Bold words from a man who’s been saying that since Ancris.” She headed toward her room but paused on the threshold. “I’m begging you, Llorn, just this once, defy this dead woman’s pathetically low expectations of you.”

She closed the door on Llorn’s aggrieved look. As she lay in bed, willing herself to sleep, she relived the vision of Yeriel swallowing the bright ball of light – her first step toward becoming a god.
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TWENTY-THREE: RYLAN

After his meeting with Willow, Blythe took Rylan to Krannock’s underground burrow. It was carved from the bole of a citadel and had two small bedrooms, a tiny kitchen, and a sitting room with a hearth, a carpet, and a pair of rocking chairs. Krannock being Krannock, it had an escape tunnel as well, which led to another citadel a half mile away.

The following morning, Blythe left to try to locate Raef and find out what Llorn had him doing. Rylan finished a simple breakfast of hard-boiled eggs and brown bread slathered in butter, then he stoked the fire, threw on a few logs, and sat in one of the rocking chairs. It felt strange to relax after the excitement of the past few days, but he forced himself to pick up the copy of Tales of the Devouring Deep he’d started the night before. The pirate, Reza Wavebreak, was just about to land on an isthmus, where a pack of marauders had taken her treasure, but he’d hardly read two pages when someone knocked on the door upstairs.

He took his cutlass from its peg on the stairway wall and glanced at the larder in the kitchen. Hidden behind it was the bolt hole and the pouch with Strages’ shard – he’d hung it from a nail on a tunnel support beam. Then he climbed the corkscrew stairs to the landing.

He peeked through the small peephole. It was only Krannock’s big ugly mug staring back at him.

“Do I have to kick my own door down?” Krannock groused.

Rylan released the stout metal latch and opened the door. Krannock was carrying a crate of beer with a burlap sack on top of it. With his bald head, burly frame, and perpetual scowl, he looked like an angry pit bull. Hollis, a bald, olive-skinned man with a host of glinting earrings, followed Krannock in. In his long leather coat, Hollis reminded Rylan of Reza Wavebreak’s first mate, or maybe it was Hollis who’d inspired the image Rylan pictured when he read the first installment in the series. Either way, he was delighted to see one of his oldest friends. They embraced, clapping each other on the back. Then Rylan said, “Must be dull times in Glaeyand if you’ve come to a wormhole like this.”

Krannock called from below, “I heard that!”

Hollis smiled and looked Rylan up and down. “I was beginning to think you’d wound up in some dragon’s gizzard.”

“Sadly, you were mistaken.”

“Well, the day’s still young,” Hollis countered. “I’d better visit while I can!”

They headed downstairs. Krannock was in the tiny kitchen – he barely fit. He set the case of clanking beer bottles on the counter and, from the sack, pulled out two ropes of sausage, a wheel of cheese, a massive jar of pickled vegetables, a loaf of black bread, and several small crocks of butter and jam. Then he scowled and asked, “Any idea how long you two lovelies will be staying?”

He meant Rylan and Blythe. Rylan wasn’t bothered. That was just Krannock’s way. Plus, he and Aarik Bloodhaven went way back. Krannock had been howling mad when he learned Llorn had arranged Aarik’s death and made himself King of the Wood. Letting Rylan stay at his place was his way of defying Llorn and honoring Aarik’s memory.

“We’ll be out of your hair in a few weeks tops,” Rylan said.

“Har, har,” Krannock said, rubbing his bald head. “Blythe stopped by The Antler earlier. Said to meet her at Fèill Graevh at cantfall.”

“She say why?”

“Nope, other than she had something ‘important’ to tell you. Her words, not mine.”

Rylan missed the good times at The Broken Antler terribly, just like he missed going to outdoor festivals like the winter celebration, Fèill Graevh, but he’d had to avoid them since he found out the Knives suspected he had Strages’ shard.

“Why at the festival?” Rylan asked. “Why not here?”

Krannock shrugged. “Like a quintarch in the Holt, I haven’t a fucking clue.” He thumped up the stairs, but his voice carried down. “See you tonight, lads. Or not. Either way, I’ll drop by in a few days with more food.”

The door creaked and thudded.

“So? You want to go down a few later?” Hollis asked.

Rylan wasn’t thrilled with the idea, but Fèill Graevh was always busy, especially after cantfall – busy enough to blend in – and he had to admit he could use a night drinking with friends. “Sure,” he said. “What brought you by?”

They sat on the old rocking chairs, which popped and creaked with every move.

“Willow came by the shop earlier with news from Caldoras.”

“Oh?”

“According to your lovely sister” – Hollis interlaced his fingers over his belly – “Ancris’s former illustra was captured in Caldoras.”

Rylan’s heart sank. “Azariah? Captured? By who?”

“The Church. They think he was there to kill Camadaea. Apparently, he came close, but when he was given over to Quintarch Lucran to stand trial in Ancris, he escaped. Lucran sent scouts to search for him, and when Willow learned of it, she sent some of her own, hoping to find him before Lucran does. She also said she has a few men watching the Trinustine Abbey.”

Which meant Aunt Merida was still there, but Rylan was relieved the abbey was being watched.

When Rylan didn’t say anything, Hollis asked, “Why does Willow want you to know all that?”

Rylan had already put Hollis in danger by making him the go-between. “It’s better you don’t know.”

Hollis pursed his lips and stared at Rylan for a minute. “Fine. Keep your secrets. What say we head to the festival early? Catch up a bit. I’ll even buy you a beer.”

“Trinustine stout is exceptional.”

“Too sweet for me.” Hollis pushed himself to a stand. “Give me a Briarmount bitter, thank you very much.”

They left the burrow and followed a stream toward the festival grounds. Hollis told Rylan about his latest score, a foot locker he’d won at auction in Gorminion, part of a recovery from a sunken trading ship that turned out to have secret compartment. “Tons of silver and copper coins from the Sapphire Coast. Not worth much in Gorminion but they’re collectibles in the capitals. Some are worth as much as gold! There were some clothes, too, half-eaten by the sea, but the buttons and buckles will sell like hot cakes.” He raised his eyebrows at Rylan. “Especially after I talk them up properly.”

Rylan said, “You could tell them they were worn by Reza Wavebreak.”

Hollis grinned. “Who’s to say they weren’t?”

Rylan wrapped an arm around Hollis’s shoulders. “I’ve missed your worldview, Hollis. It’s so very… fluid.”

The festival grounds, a snowy vale, soon came into view. The melodic sound of pipes and the rhythmic thrum of skin drums drifted on the crisp air. The vale was crowded with rows of tents and people milling between them. “Speaking of fluid…”

They made for Krannock’s tent, which sported a massive rack of antlers – one tine artfully broken – above its main entrance, and ordered beer. They talked with people who’d come from all over the western Holt, even a woman from Beltayne on a pilgrimage to Gorminion who said she’d timed her trip for the festival.

Though held in the dead of winter, the festival was one of optimism for the coming year. There were stage plays, musicians, and games for the children. Most of all, there was singing and dancing, which Hollis and Rylan both assiduously avoided. Even so, Rylan found himself smiling more and keeping an eye out for people watching him less. And instead of thinking about Llorn and Strages and the accursed shard, he laughed and traded stories with people he’d never met. He sunk into the mood of the festival and the hours flew by. It was the most fun he’d had in years.

Even so, a good many of the conversations Rylan overheard lingered on the quintarchs or the Red Knives or Gonsalond and ancient Yeriel beyond the veil. People were worried.

“Can you blame them?” Hollis said when Rylan mentioned it. “They don’t see the big picture – hells, even I don’t see that – but they can feel it. Death coming closer.”

It made the burden of keeping the shard secret and safe feel all the heavier. If only it was a wish stone, Rylan mused, I could make all the Holt’s troubles go away.

Cantfall approached, and Hollis’s older sister Naava appeared. With a broad smile and a flourish of her arms, she hugged Hollis then Rylan. She wore a leather eye patch and had a tireless, infectious energy. Just after cant, she dragged them to a bonfire, where an army of musicians were whipping a circle of revelers into a frenzy. “Move those feet!” Her blue dress flared as she spun about. “Move those hips!”

“Yes, Rylan,” said a voice from behind him, “move those hips.”

Rylan turned to find Blythe standing among the crowd. He broke away and went to her. “There you are.”

She pulled out a silver flask and unscrewed the top. “Here I am.” She tipped the flask, downed a healthy swallow, and offered it to Rylan.

He accepted and took a swig and bared his teeth as the cheap whiskey burned his throat. “Krannock said you had something important to tell me?”

“Alra’s sweet tits, Rylan,” she said with a laugh and a shake of her head, “do you ever relax?”

Rylan stood there, feeling like an idiot for not greeting her properly. “I, uh… I’ve been cooped up too long, haven’t I?”

“You think?” She scowled and snatched the flask, took another long pull and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

“There’s just so much going on,” Rylan said lamely.

“Yeah, and in the meantime, life’s passing you by.”

She held the flask out again. Rylan took it and downed two long swallows.

“Better,” she said with a smile. Despite the scars on her face, or maybe because of them, Blythe was pretty when she smiled. “Now dance with me.”

They spent an hour swirling, dancing, singing, drinking. Then they sat near a fire, sampled some mulberry wine, and joked about their days in Thicket. Hollis and Naava joined them, and Hollis recounted a hilarious tale that started with him entering a brothel in Skjalgard on a dare and ended up with him leaving stark naked with the proprietress, also naked, chasing him down for money.

Several hours into their revels, Naava kissed Rylan on the cheek. “We’re leaving.”

Hollis squeezed Rylan’s shoulder. “Stay safe.” He turned to Blythe. “You too.”

Rylan walked them to the edge of the festival and set up another time to talk to Hollis. When Rylan returned to the fire, Blythe was sitting on a stump, playing a lute, surrounded by revelers listening and swaying to the rhythm. Rylan had never heard her play. He didn’t even know she could. The song was “The Ballad of Wyan One-Hand,” the same song Aarik had been playing when Rylan had met with him in The Broken Antler. Aarik had played the song well, but Blythe was masterful. Rylan had heard musicians play in the finest halls in the five capitals, and Blythe could hold her own with any of them.

She finished, and the crowd burst into clapping and whistling.

Rylan sat on the stump beside her. “I didn’t know you played.”

Blythe smiled. “Aarik taught me.”

“Well, he taught you well.”

“I’ve made it a mission, since… you know… to keep going.” She passed the lute to a rosy-cheeked fellow with a dozen beaded necklaces. “I like to think he’s already begun his second life, and that he listens.”

“Well, if he does, I guarantee you, he’s impressed.”

As the rosy-cheeked fellow began a livelier tune, Blythe took Rylan by the hand and led him back to the bonfire. There were fewer revelers now. The music was slower, the dance more intimate. They pressed their bodies close. Rylan was tipsy and wasn’t sure which of them had initiated the contact. Blythe’s lips brushed his neck, and he found he didn’t care who had initiated it.

“Let’s go home,” Blythe whispered.

Rylan nodded, and they hiked back to Krannock’s hole in the ground. Rylan had hardly thrown a log into the hearth when Blythe turned him around, put her hand on the back of his neck, and pulled him in for a kiss.

He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulled her tighter, and Blythe kissed him all along his neck. Gods, it felt good. They locked lips again, more fervently. Blythe sucked his lower lip, then nipped it with her teeth. She slid a hand to his hip and pulled his body tight against hers.

She moved back and forth, her hips rubbing his swelling cock, then slid her hand between his legs, stroked him over his trousers, then squeezed.

He tugged at her shirt. Pulled it over her head. Firelight played over her firm breasts, her scarred torso. He bent down, put his mouth on one breast, and tickled her other nipple as she worked feverishly at his belt.

They shoved rocking chairs out of the way and lay naked on the carpet. She straddled him and held the tip of his cock against her lips, hips gyrating, breath heavy, she stared down with half-lidded eyes, impossibly beautiful in the fire’s ruddy light.

Rylan felt his blood pumping, his heart beating so hard he heard it as a rush in his ears. Sweat dripped along his scalp. The firelight reminded him of The Bent Tulip in Ancris, his final meeting with Lorelei, her kiss on his cheek. He suddenly wished she was straddling him instead of Blythe.

Blythe paused, hand on his cock, her hips still perched above his. “What’s wrong?”

He shook his head and ran his hands up her muscular thighs. “It’s nothing.”

Blythe leaned down and kissed him. Her hair tickled his neck. “You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“Good.” She kissed him again, guided him inside her, and let out a seemingly endless moan.
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TWENTY-FOUR: RYLAN

Rylan woke to a cold room and Blythe’s warm body pressed against his.

Blythe cracked her eyes open. “Morning,” she said hoarsely.

“Morning,” he replied, cringing from his pounding hangover. He sat up and leaned against the headboard. “Quite a night.”

Blythe smiled, trailed her fingers over his belly, and closed her eyes again. “Mmm…”

“I never got to tell you about the news from Willow.” When Blythe didn’t respond, he continued, “Azariah’s been spotted. We’re hoping to speak to him soon.”

“About that…” She rolled onto her side, propped her head up, and pushed a stray lock of hair from her eyes. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“What? Talking to Azariah or working with Willow?”

“Both.”

“But we agreed.”

“No, you agreed. You never asked my opinion.”

“True, but as you recall, you weren’t invited to that particular meeting.”

“I invited myself,” she said with a scowl, “and saved both your asses while I was at it.”

“And I’m grateful for it, but we still need to do something with the shard before it’s too late.”

She picked up her shirt from the floor, pulled it on, then sat up and faced him. “I get why you wanted to speak to Willow. She’s a known quantity, and she’s quite powerful, even if it is temporary. But there’s a better option.”

“And what’s that?”

“Caerwyn thinks he can learn how to use the shard.”

“You told him about it?”

“We talked about it, but I didn’t tell him you had it. I didn’t tell him anyone had it. It was a hypothetical, if we found it before Llorn did.”

“Caerwyn isn’t stupid, but he wouldn’t know the first thing about it.”

“He’s a bloody druin. He knows more than you do. And even if he doesn’t know everything, you and I can talk to Azariah, like you said, and learn more. Point is, we can’t give Willow the shard. We can’t give her Strages.”

And suddenly, Rylan understood. “This is about Llorn. You want his crown.”

“Yes, but only to keep this mess from getting worse.”

“Bullshit. This is about Aarik. You’re doing it for revenge.”

Blythe’s look went from worried to stormy in an instant. “This isn’t about that.”

Rylan thought back to the day before. “That’s what you wanted to talk to me about last night.”

“Yes, but—”

“So why didn’t you?” He suddenly had the feeling that Blythe gotten him into bed to soften him.

“I’m allowed a night off, Rylan. I haven’t relaxed since before Aarik…”

She didn’t need to say it. Aarik was burned at the Anvil. Everyone knew it.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Blythe continued. “That this is some flash in the pan idea, something I’ll get over, but it’s not. I’ve been talking to the old guard for months, and not just for Aarik. I’m rallying the elders because it’s the right thing to do.”

Rylan wasn’t sure what to say. He still thought Blythe was reckless and impulsive, but the woman sitting on the bed next to him seemed more thoughtful, more sincere. “I’m sorry, Blythe. I know you think giving you the shard is the right choice, but I don’t. We need to work with Willow.”

Her mouth fell open. “She’s not even the imperator. The quintarchs seem to prefer Kalden. Giving her the shard could very well mean Kalden gets it.”

“True, Willow’s hold on the imperatorship is tentative, but…” How could he say it? “Llorn controls the Knives now. Even if a few of them hate how he rose to power, he did rise. War is coming. I’m sure you sense it. I sure do. No one’s going to back your claim to the crown. Not now.”

“You’re wrong. I’ve got a dozen elders on my side already.”

“A dozen against Llorn’s hundreds.”

Blythe ticked off names on her fingers. “Caerwyn, Eurion, Denae, Xandra… Maladox, too, if we ever find him. These aren’t whelps we’re talking about. They’re wolves the pack will follow.”

“I’m sorry, Blythe. I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

She stood up and stabbed a finger at him. “Don’t give it to Willow. Let me bring Caerwyn and Eurion here. Talk to them. Then decide.” When Rylan didn’t say anything, she went on, “It costs you nothing.”

It sounded reasonable, except that he might have to tell Caerwyn and the others the truth about the shard, which was too dangerous. “I’m sorry, Blythe. I’ve made up my mind.”

“Please, Rylan.”

“I can’t.”

She scowled at him so furiously it reminded him of the old Blythe. Face red, jaw clenched, she pulled on her clothes so quickly the fabric snapped. Then she headed out through the sitting room.

Rylan got up and grabbed his shirt. “Where are you going?”

By the time he’d yanked his shirt on and stumbled to the sitting room, she’d pulled on her boots, grabbed her coat, and was halfway to the stairs. She stared hard at the larder. She knew the shard was hidden in the tunnel, and she looked like she might try to make a grab for it, but she marched toward the stairs. “I’m leaving, Rylan. You’ve got plans, and so do I.”

He wanted to stop her, but what could he say? She wasn’t going to change her mind, and neither was he. Nevertheless, he felt horrible about everything that had happened.

The door thudded closed, and he returned to the bedroom and collapsed onto the bed. They’d had fun at the festival, and the lovemaking was good, too. Parting so angrily tore him up. He threw on his clothes and ran up the stairs, not even sure what he was going to say, but when he stepped outside, she was nowhere to be seen.

“Blythe?” He paced away from the burrow while scanning the snowy ground between the citadels, but still didn’t see her.

Maybe fate was telling him to let her go.

He returned to the burrow and cut a thick slice of black bread, slathered it in butter and jam, and devoured it, wondering if Blythe was headed toward Velox to meet with her fellow conspirators.

Rylan told himself he couldn’t worry about it, that Blythe’s choices were her own to make, but he grew progressively more worried over the hours that followed. What if Blythe told them he was there? What if they decided they should take the shard from him? He was just wondering whether he should leave and find a new place to hide when someone pounded at the door. Despite his worries, he hoped it was Blythe.

He flew up the steps, but stopped at the top, crept to the door, and looked through the peephole. It was Krannock, but his scowl was deeper than usual and his eyes were red.

Rylan was just reaching for the latch when Krannock shouted, “They’re trying to lure you out! Run!”

Krannock arched back, screamed, and fell below the peephole. A bearded man in buckskin holding a bloodied knife was standing there. Rylan didn’t recognize him. Three more men pressed into view. One of them was Irik, a tow-headed lad with an unstrung bow and quiver on his back. He seemed hardly more than a boy. The man in buckskin stepped forward and kicked the door. It rattled against its frame, but the heavy door held.

Rylan cursed himself. He’d left his cutlass downstairs. Not that it would do much good against so many men.

“Chop it down,” called Raef’s voice.

Root and bloody ruin… Rylan wanted to help Krannock, but they’d kill him before he could get out of the doorway.

There was a thud against the bottom of the door, and Krannock’s voice called out, “Run, you fucking idiot!”

Something thunked into the door. The squeak of an axehead being drawn from wood followed. Rylan rushed down the stairs. Another loud boom against the door and the sound of wood splintering. Rylan grabbed his coat and sword belt, ran to the larder, swung it outward on its groaning hinges, and entered the tunnel beyond.

A crash came from above. Footsteps clomped down the stairs. Rylan snatched the pouch hanging from the nail above the door. He clutched the pouch, felt the shard within. Then he pulled the larder closed, cringing at how loud it was. The tunnel now pitch black, he stuffed the shard inside his shirt, fumbled his coat and sword belt on, and ran in a half crouch toward the tunnel’s far end.

He brushed the earthen walls and the occasional support beam with his hands to make sure he didn’t slam into the wall. Fifty paces in, when he could think again, he reached out to Vedron. I need you, girl. Quickly.

She was miles away, on the edge of perception, quite possibly preoccupied with hunting, maybe even hiding from the empire’s dracorae.

Vedron, he called again, please hurry. Meet me by the river. Raef, he was all but certain, had been sent to retrieve the shard, and unless Rylan acted quickly, he was going to get it.

A short while later, he received a glimpse of her dropping from a bridgebough. Behind him, footsteps and shouting echoed along the tunnel.

Rylan dashed ahead – and cracked his skull on a low beam. He stopped and winced in pain. His ears rang, and the adrenaline leaked out of his legs, but he scrambled on again.

“Son,” a nasally voice called behind him, “this rat run is pissing me off, and I was mighty pissed already after what you did to Vaughan.”

Rylan kept running, praying for the end of the tunnel, so he could circle back through the forest and help Krannock. Or possibly even call the constables from Tallow to help. But first he had to get there.

“Stop,” the same fellow shouted, “and I’ll kill you quickly! I won’t let Raef torture you first.”

That some lackey was chasing Rylan and not Raef was worrying. It likely meant Raef had gone somewhere else. He might be waiting for Rylan at the exit. Or worse, he might be headed to his bloody dragon.

Rylan thudded hard into an earthen wall. He felt to his right and found the base of a set of stairs, scrabbled up into the carved bole of a citadel. The stairs ended at a tight, sunlit cavity with a narrow gap that looked like a natural cleft in the citadel trunk. He squeezed through it, ran out onto the snowy grass, and looked around. No one. He ran toward the Diamondflow’s roar. He couldn’t risk going back for Krannock yet.

The sound of the river grew louder, and he spotted the churning waters, barely visible through the trees ahead. It was late in the day. Time for cant. The sky burst into wavering sheets of cardinal red and malachite green.

“There!” someone shouted from behind Rylan.

Three men in woodsmen garb, with Irik trailing behind them, were staring at Rylan. They drew their axes and ran at him, breath pluming in the cold. Rylan ran for the river and spotted Vedron in the trees beyond, flying hard toward him.

Then an amber dragon, sparkling in the brilliant cantlight, veered toward him from the forest to his left. It was surely Raef on his dragon, Kréos, but the light made it difficult to see. Vedron swept down toward the river.

Something whirled past Rylan’s head, and a hand axe thudded into the trunk of a citadel ahead. Another axe spun toward him; he ducked and felt its wind tousle his hair. The axe thumped onto the ground, kicking up snow and brown needles.

He raced to the sloping bank of the river. The water was low, and a host of gray rocks jutted up from the splashing current. Rylan climbed down the bank and hopped along the rocks toward a massive boulder near the center of the river.

Vedron dipped and rushed over the black water. The Red Knife in buckskin scudded down the bank after Rylan.

The other Knives stopped at the top of the bank. One launched a double-headed axe. It clanged off the boulder in front of Rylan.

The river roared around Rylan’s legs. He grabbed hold of the boulder and clambered up. Kréos swooped down toward the river with Raef in the saddle. Vedron was nearly to Rylan, but Kréos would be close enough to spit slaver in moments.

Vedron spread her wings and lowered her tail, curled the end into a shepherd’s crook and passed close enough for Rylan to throw an arm over her tail. Rylan did, and she swung him up and onto her back. He landed awkwardly, scraped his shin on her dorsal barbs, and clambered into the saddle.

Vedron was just beginning to gain height when an arrow struck near the front joint of her right wing. The arrow stuck there momentarily, then spun down toward the river.

Irik, standing on the riverbank, reached for another arrow. Vedron swung toward him, screeched, and sprayed a cloud of acid over all four Knives. The spray was thin and would do little more than make them cough and sting their eyes, but the Knives wouldn’t know that. They dropped flat and covered their heads.

Vedron spun around toward the far bank.

Kréos swung around behind her. “All I want is the shard, Rylan!” Raef shouted. “Give it to me, and we can end this!”

“I can’t do that,” Rylan said.

Vedron, her body rocking with each beat of her wings, flew into the citadels. Cant was fading, the forest falling into shadow. Kréos dove in close and spat hot sticky slaver on the side of Rylan’s face and Vedron’s wing. Vedron twisted her head and sprayed a stream of acid on her wing to keep the slaver from solidifying, but she could only cover part of it.

Rylan tried to hold his breath, but caught some acid in the updraft of Vedron’s wing. He coughed and hacked and rubbed his burning nose. His eyes watered, and his vision blurred.

Kréos’s slaver hardened with a sound like breaking eggshells. Rylan’s neck, cheek, side, and left hand were covered in a thin layer of it, but there was nothing he could do it about immediately.

Vedron’s wing began to stiffen, and she began to slow. Kréos closed the distance. Vedron screeched and tried to veer away. The slaver on Rylan’s skin felt like it was shrinking. He knew from experience he needed to leave it alone until he could wash it off with some of Vedron’s acid. With his free hand, he pulled his crossbow from her saddlebags.

Kréos growled and veered after. “Last chance,” Raef hollered.

As Kréos swung around a citadel and careened toward Vedron, a war horn blasted three notes from somewhere high above – enemy seen.

Rylan knew immediately he and Raef had been spotted, likely by an imperial dracora, but he hoped they could still flee. Those hopes were dashed when he scanned the canopy and spotted a brass dragon soaring above the treetops.

A moment later, another horn, this one further away: Help is on the way.
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TWENTY-FIVE: LORELEI

Lorelei rifled through the pages the old sedge witch had given her while sitting by the fire. The pages contained a messy scribbling of notes that would take some time to decipher.

Kressa shuffled toward the dryad Marshmallow, curled up in its alcove, and whispered something to it. Marshmallow’s green eyes lit up, and the dryad stood creaking from its crouch, lumbered through the door, and headed outside into the snowstorm.

“Where’s the pile of kindling going?” Creed asked.

“To fetch your horses,” Kressa said, then she stomped on the carpet three times. “Let’s get moving, you big dumb oak.”

The tree around them groaned like a listing river galley.

“We’re all tired,” Kressa told it, “but we have work to do. You can sleep when we get there.”

The floor rocked but only for a moment. Embers floated up the flue.

“You can sleep” – Kressa stomped again – “when we get there!”

Drummond puckered his lips, then asked, “What the fuck? Is the thing supposed to—”

The tree shuddered and he stopped. The house tilted and cracking sounds like branches or maybe roots snapping came from outside. Then it righted itself again.

Lorelei’s stomach did a somersault. She got up and walked to the door. Creed and Drummond followed.

“Bury me beneath the roots…” the old pathfinder mumbled.

The ground, ten feet below, slid past them. The tree, Éoralynn, crawled like a crab on massive legs, most of them with roots still attached. From what Lorelei could see, it had eight of them in all, thundering through the woods.

Lorelei had never seen the like. She’d never even heard a children’s tale with a walking tree-house in it, but how far-fetched, really, was a creature like Éoralynn given the pet dryad Kressa had at her beck and call? Lorelei wondered briefly if the strange spruce trees were experiments that had eventually led to Éoralynn.

Lorelei wasn’t prone to motion sickness, but for some reason, staring out at the landscape as the house trundled along was twisting her guts in a knot, so she stepped away from the door.

Creed took her place and leaned out. “How long will it take to get there?”

“Should be there by morning” – Kressa glowered at the wooden ceiling and practically shouted – “unless someone decides to throw another fit!” The floor tilted sharply, and they all staggered sideways. “Forest save me,” the old witch screeched, “one day you’re grousing about never going anywhere, and the next you just want to sit on your lazy roots. Your name means wander, for the goddess’s sake. So let’s wander to the bramble!”

Lorelei returned to the fire and her stack of papers. Yzolde glanced at Kressa and said quietly, “One finds friends where one can.”

For the next several hours, Lorelei perused the pages. Some of the writing was in the same hand as the book Kellen had given her, but that had been a copy. “Did you copy the Book of the Holt for Rygmora?” Lorelei asked Kressa.

Kressa was fussing at a table with a large bowl of dough and a smaller bowl of berries. “Not for her, no, but yes, I copied some of the original book.”

“And the original, is it gone?”

“Yes.” She popped a berry in her mouth. “A shepherd burned it in Skjalgard’s central square for all to see.”

“No full copies were made?”

“None that I know of.” Kressa placed an iron pan filled with raw dough and berries into the fire pit. “Rygmora didn’t really look at it as a book. They were visions of real events, remember. She thought of herself as a collector. ‘Like those old ladies in the mountains who press flowers and frame them,’ she told me once, ‘but I’m not searching for beauty. I want things that matter.’”

“I didn’t sign up for this,” Drummond said, still watching the landscape roll past.

“What?” Creed asked, sitting near the hearth again. “You’d rather go back to Skjalgard and face Reeve Bardon?”

“Not to worry.” Kressa ripped off a hunk of dough and flattened it into a disk. “The bramble’s not dangerous for you lot.” She glared at Lorelei. “You’re another story.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Creed asked.

Kressa continued to stare at Lorelei. “Just keep reading. We’ll talk when you’re done.”

In truth, Lorelei wished everyone would shut up so she could do just that.

Éoralynn plodded onward into the evening, and Lorelei found herself growing more and more used to the swaying motions. They wolfed down berries and ate sweet, spiced flatbread dripping with honey and chased it with pine milk. Yzolde talked to Kressa about the latest goings on in Skjalgard, but it was mostly gossip, and Lorelei tuned it out.

After they finished eating, Creed asked, “Are there any bedrolls?”

Kressa pointed to a basket of blankets at the foot of her bed. “Those will have to do.”

Creed grabbed three of them, laid one out near the fire, sat on it, and tugged off his boots. He rolled another up for a pillow. The last one he pulled over himself, but he was so tall his feet and half his shins stuck out. He didn’t seem to mind. He was snoring in no time.

Drummond eventually returned to the fire and reached for the stack of pages Lorelei had already read. “Mind if I take a look?” But before he could grab one, she slapped her hand on the stack and slid the pile she had yet to read toward him.

“Take one of those.”

“What, you got a filing system?”

“I do, as a matter of fact. I want them in the same order I read them until I’m ready to reorganize them.”

Drummond looked at her like she’d just sprouted horns. Then he shrugged, took the top page, and began to read.

The pages Lorelei had read so far, written in elegant script, were histories and contemplations on Rygmora’s research, mostly about an ancient ritual of communing with the trees to unlock the secrets of the forest. Several early entries referenced the Sylvan Tapestry, a famed artifact that could reweave itself into a seemingly endless variety of depictions of events from around the Holt, decades or even centuries after they’d happened. According to Rygmora’s notes, an observer could enter the scene on the tapestry and experience it firsthand. Rygmora had gone to Briarmount Abbey and asked permission to do just that. Below the account she’d written in green ink: A treasure that refuses to give up its secrets. I’ll respect it, I suppose, but it irks. The magic of the Holt is meant for all.

Lorelei yawned. Her full belly, the warmth of the fire, and the clickity-clack of Kressa’s knitting were making her horribly tired. An inquisitor’s life required long days of research, though, so she took deep breaths, stretched, and read on.

Rygmora, having failed to enter the tapestry, searched for the bramble, the site of the ancient ritual Lorelei wanted to recreate.

“You can skip that part,” Kressa said from her rocking chair. “I’ll summon the bramble. It’s making the trees pay attention that’s the tricky part.”

Lorelei looked up from the page. “Summon the bramble?”

“Yes, petal. The bramble isn’t a place. It’s more a state of being.”

“Then why didn’t we summon it back there?”

“Because it can’t be done anywhere you please. There are places of power in the Holt, many of which were found by Lodrik Runeforger and turned into vyrda, but there are more still. We’re going to one of the strongest I know.”

“Okay” – Lorelei lifted the yellowed page – “but I like to read everything.”

Kressa shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

Lorelei read on. As Kressa had said, a druin could coax the trees in certain places and at certain times, though precisely where and when, Rygmora hadn’t made clear, but when it was done, one could join the trees in a melding of minds. Many alchemysts, including Lorelei’s friend Ash, believed the citadels were linked, in a manner of speaking, and that they weren’t individual trees at all, but a single, living being. And there were tales in druin records that spoke of people falling asleep in the forest and receiving strange dreams. Was it really so odd to think that something so vast and magical could remember? Assuming it could, why wouldn’t someone as powerful as Rygmora have learned how to persuade the trees to share their memories?

Lorelei paused at a note on the side of one page. Next to the word bramble, Our place was written in blue ink and in a different hand. Intricate ivy vines the same violet color as the rest of the page curled around the words. Lorelei glanced up at Kressa and wondered just how far her friendship with Rygmora had gone.

Drummond set the page he’d been reading on top of the unread stack. He grabbed an armful of blankets and pillows, tossed them onto the floor, and went to sleep near the fire. Yzolde climbed into the bed, leaving room for Kressa, and fell asleep as well. Lorelei tried to soldier on, but when she realized she’d just read the same paragraph three times, she ordered the papers, laid out some blankets, and fell asleep.

She woke to the bright sun streaming in through Éoralynn’s tiny windows.

She pushed herself up and groaned at the crick in her neck. She was alone, and Éoralynn was no longer on the move. Wondering if they’d reached their destination or were merely stopping for a break, she pulled on her boots and opened the door. The land outside was snowy white. Citadels stretched as far as she could see. There were no oak, no elm, no pine, no spruce, nor any other tall trees, just some dogwood, lilac, and blackberry bushes.

Tracks through the snow led away from the tree-house. Lorelei peed behind a lilac bush, then followed the tracks and found Creed and Kressa talking in a clearing. Kressa was leaning on a staff with a gnarled top. Creed took a bite from a seed cake, one of the many Drummond had brought from Skjalgard.

“Morning,” Creed said. “Did you find the cakes we left for you?”

She shook her head.

“There was tea, too.”

Lorelei shrugged. “I’ll eat when I get back. Where are Yzolde and Drummond?”

Kressa stuck out her backside and stretched her hips. “I asked them to scout the area.”

Lorelei scanned the forest. “Scout it for what?”

“Well, who knows, my precious little petal? The reeve might have hired a bloodhound to hunt you.”

Creed sent a bemused glance Kressa’s way, then pointed to a saddle between two hills. “Kressa says the bramble’s that way.”

“Yes,” Kressa said. “We can go now if you’d like. See what we see?”

Lorelei’s stomach was rumbling with hunger, but she was eager to see the bramble. “Sure, let’s go.”

They struck out at an easy pace to accommodate Kressa’s hobbling. Creed held out the remains of his seed cake to Lorelei. “Here. I’m full.”

Lorelei laughed. Creed’s idea of being full was at least two helpings each of rack of lamb, potatoes, bread, and beer. “That’s sweet, but you’re a growing boy.” She pushed his hand away.

Creed shook the cake at her. “Just take it, will you?”

He had that determined look that said he wasn’t going to back down, so she took the cake and forced a smile. “Thanks.” She munched on the crunchy, honey-laced goodness as they headed toward the gap in the hills. With snow all around and the wind low, it was eerily quiet; the crunch of their boots on the snow, the occasional peal of a hawk seemed loud to them.

Lorelei finished the cake and dusted the sticky crumbs off her hands, but the food had done little to quell her nerves. She’d been looking forward to this moment for months. She was a woman of logic and science, a woman who liked to know what she was getting into, but the bramble felt strange and unknowable. She was terrified.

They came to a meadow with a mound at the center. Kressa led them up the mound and told Lorelei to stand in the center.

Lorelei did and looked around at the surrounding citadels. They looked imposing, a wall ready to close in.

Kressa pointed toward the tree line. “Remember, the bramble is a place of sorts but also a state of mind. Rygmora was a child of the Holt in the truest sense. She found a way to meld her thoughts with those of the forest, which are slower and deeper than ours. That’s what you need to do, Lorelei Aurelius, if you want them to reveal their secrets.”

“Okay, how do I do that?”

“There’s the rub. I don’t know. I’ve tried many times but never managed it. Yzolde failed, too. I only know what Rygmora told me. She said the trees would speak when you were half awake, half dreaming. It’s like that moment when you first realize you’re dreaming, but you have to capture it. Stay there. You can’t wake fully. You understand?” Kressa shrugged. “I could never do it. I came close a few times, but every time I did, I realized it and got excited, and it woke me up.”

Lorelei did similar things at crime scenes. Kellen had taught her the trick, but he admitted Lorelei took it a lot further than he ever did. She calmed her mind and let the scene speak to her. She let various scenarios play out until one of them stood out to her. She decided she’d try doing the same thing with the bramble, but she was still worried.

“Is it dangerous?” she asked.

Kressa shrugged. “No more than traveling by maze.”

“Lovely.” Lorelei hated traveling by maze. “How do we begin?”

“Like this.” Kressa pointed her staff toward the trees and limped through the snow around the mound, chanting, “Moslach al téannan. Moslach al téannan.”

The citadels groaned and the earth rumbled. White tendrils poked up through the snow. The mound split into a chasm of black earth and tangled roots. Lorelei gawped at the lengthening roots, her terror intensifying, as Kressa continued to circle the mound. Lorelei glanced at Creed. He was stepping backward, eyes wide.

The roots began to wrap around Lorelei’s legs and held her in place, and it was all Lorelei could do not to scream.

“Good gods,” Creed muttered.

The citadels were leaning toward her.

“Bluff and broken bones,” she breathed.

The trees crackled, snapped, and bent, nearly overlapping one another, almost like a lantern shroud. Snow fell in clumps, pocking the pristine snow bed with rhythmic thuds. The roots lifted Lorelei up until she was halfway to the canopy. Lorelei took deep breaths, reminding herself over and over Kressa wasn’t out to hurt her.

Kressa shielded her eyes from the sun and stared up at Lorelei. “Well,” she called, “what are you waiting for?”

Lorelei focused on the trees. Enter the dream state. Let the trees speak.

She unclenched her teeth, let out her breath, and listened to the wind, the distant creaking of the citadels. She thought the ritual might feel like her bond with Bothymus. She thought she might expand her mind into the trees and receive memories in a conversation of sorts. But it didn’t feel like that. It felt like nothing at all.

“Take me down,” she said after a few minutes.

Kressa stared up. “You’re sure?”

“I need to read more.”

“If you say so, petal.” Kressa circled the mound in the opposite direction and chanted something Lorelei couldn’t hear. The citadels snapped and groaned up straight again, and the roots lowered Lorelei to the ground.

“Don’t feel bad,” Kressa told her. “Many of us have failed at this.”

“Has only Rygmora succeeded?” Lorelei asked as they headed back toward Éoralynn.

Kressa patted Lorelei’s arm. “Who can say, dearie?”
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TWENTY-SIX: RYLAN

“C’mon, Vedron, faster! You can do it, girl!” Rylan hollered.

Raef and Kréos were close behind them. The imperial brass and its rider, the dracora who’d blown the warning horn, were hovering above.

Rylan’s fingers were stiff from Kréos’s slaver, but he managed to take a lucertae from his pouch and place it on his tongue. He mostly ignored the burnt sap taste as his energy rose.

Kréos veered away into a thick stand of citadels, leaving the imperial dracora to choose which one of them to follow. He chose Rylan and swept down toward him.

“Percutio!” bellowed the dracora.

White arcs sizzled along the brass’s wing bones, sparks crackled up its neck, and its eyes glowed. Then it opened its massive maw and shot a bolt of lightning at Rylan.

Vedron veered, but the bolt caught her tail and left wing. Rylan’s muscles stiffened. The ends of his hair sparked.

Vedron pulled up, but the ache in his limbs and the smell of burnt hair lingered.

“Land!” The dracora raised his crossbow. “Now!”

Rylan was trying to decide what to do when a horn sounded the command for all forces to gather. Above the brass dragon, an imperial silver dragon with a soldier wearing the uniform of a talon commander was descending fast. Higher still, a gold and two bronzes were winging in the direction Raef had flown.

“Raef!” the commander shouted as he came near. “It’s bloody Raef! Follow me!”

The commander and his silver dragon curled through the air toward Kréos, far to Rylan’s right. The dracora who’d been chasing Rylan looked like he wanted to skewer Rylan alive, then he tugged his brass’s reins and followed his commander. Vedron swept upward and clamped onto a citadel, her chest heaving with heavy breaths. Rylan held tight to the saddle and watched as the five dragons chased Kréos over a widening of the river.

Kréos had a good lead and would have had a good chance of escaping were a silver dragon not in the talon giving chase. The silver dragon winked from existence and reappeared above Kréos with a high-pitched sound like an explosion of glass. The silver dropped and raked Kréos’s back, but Kréos swung her tail up and bashed the imperial silver’s head. The silver stopped flapping and dropped like a stone into a stand of scrub trees on an island in the river.

It was tempting to flee, but Vedron was breathing so hard Rylan let her be. He’d give her a moment to rest, then they’d get the hells out of there.

During the tussle between Kréos and the silver, the other imperial dragons closed the distance. The brass shot a bolt of lightning. It struck Kréos’s left wing joint, and she lost her symmetry. She twisted, plummeted, and splashed into the shallow water a short distance from the silver.

The brass, gold, and two bronzes splashed into the water on what appeared to be a sand bar. They surrounded Kréos, bellowing, clawing, and snapping their teeth at her. Churning water flew sky high and was lit golden in the dying light of day. The water turned frothy. Kréos, bleeding from both shoulders, fought back, piercing the imperials with her barbed tail. She clamped her jaws onto the wing of the brass, but the others jumped on her, scraped her face, bit her wing bones. Plumes of water and sand lifted. Kréos collapsed, twitching, and the radiant imperials fell into a blood rage, tearing chunks of flesh with their teeth, spitting blood and gore with their vicious roars.

Rylan spotted Raef floating downriver then looked the other way. Rylan had no incentive to save him, none – Raef had been trying to kill him! – but the way the imperial dragons were feasting on his umbral reminded Rylan of Uncle Beckett being put to the flames for teaching Rylan how to bond. Plus, had the commander not been so intent on catching Raef, Rylan and Vedron would probably be dead.

“Fly that way, girl,” he told Vedron, leading her deeper into the forest. Not far ahead, the river bent and curved back in an oxbow. Rylan hoped to catch up with Raef there, well out of view of the radiants.

Vedron mostly glided through the trees, flapping only occasionally. They crossed a stretch of forest between the bow of the river, and Rylan spotted Raef drifting face-down in the current.

He’s dead, Rylan told himself. He’s got to be.

Vedron landed on the bank. Rylan waded into the ice-cold water, swam out into the current, and grabbed hold of Raef’s jerkin. He slipped his arm around Raef’s neck and dragged him to the bank. When the dracorae regained control of their mounts, they’d come looking for Raef.

Rylan stared into the forest, wondering if he should drag Raef there. They’d be too exposed, he decided, but flying on Vedron hardly seemed like a choice at all. She was too tired. Then Rylan spotted a few dark cave openings along the bank, the sort potholers used to catch spawning catfish. Rylan dragged Raef toward one of the biggest holes.

Go, Vedron. Hide.

Vedron hesitated; then she flew into the nearby trees. In the evening twilight, her green scales blended into the forest, making her all but invisible.

The peal of a brass rose above the water’s dull roar. A gold called after it, and the whump of wings drew near.

Rylan pulled Raef into the cave mouth and put two fingers to Raef’s neck. His pulse was weak, and he’d stopped breathing. Rylan pressed down on Raef’s chest, and a gout of water bubbled from his mouth and down one cheek. Rylan did it again, and more water came out. Then he leaned down and breathed into Raef’s mouth. The air hissed wetly from Raef’s lungs, but he didn’t move, so Rylan kept trying. On the fourth breath, Raef coughed and his eyes opened.

“Shhhh,” Rylan hissed. “They’re practically on top of us.”

Raef muffled his cough in the crook of his elbow.

Vedron bugled loudly. Through her eyes, Rylan caught a glimpse of three imperial dragons flying along the river. As they veered toward her, she launched into the air, heading back upriver. The radiants swung around and followed her. She flew toward the deeper forest. Rylan counted himself lucky that Kréos had wounded the silver, easily the fastest of the imperial dragons.

A horn blew the call to fly in formation. Vedron arced behind a hill and hid in a dense copse of pine. The three imperials approached, flew overhead, and moved on.

“Are they gone?” Raef asked, coughing and muffling the sound as best he could.

“Three are,” Rylan whispered. “The silver’s wounded, maybe dead. I think the brass is still out there.”

Raef was silent for a time. “What about Kréos?”

She was dead, of course. Kréos had been Raef’s bondmate for years. “I’m sorry. They took her down and killed her.”

Raef stared at Rylan as if daring him to say something smart, but Rylan wouldn’t do that, even to Raef. The death of a bondmate was a loss like no other.

“She fought them ’til the end,” Rylan said. “If she hadn’t, I wouldn’t have been able to save you.”

Raef stared at him sidelong. “I suppose you want my gratitude.”

“No, but leaving me alone would be nice.”

Raef considered that, then shook his head. “I can’t. Llorn needs that shard.”

“He can’t have it. I meant what I said, Raef. I won’t give it up.”

“Someone will get it from you.”

“Then let them try.”

Raef leaned to one side, reached his good hand into his leather purse, and pulled out a small black pouch. He deftly opened it, using his stub wrist to hold it, and took out a glass wisplight. Most wisplights were the size of plums or apples, but this one was no bigger than a walnut. The wisp inside glimmered blue, lighting the cave around them.

“This is my sister’s wisp,” he said. “You never knew her, but she was kind. Not a druin, but she often helped an order of Deepwood druins, fetching ingredients, making salves, mending clothes. Whatever they needed.”

“Her name was Nola, right?”

Raef seemed surprised. “That’s right.”

Rylan shrugged. “Ayasha mentioned her once.”

Raef set the wisp onto a flat stone. “Nola went to Olencia from time to time. She liked it there. She made friends with some chandlers. They even invited her to join their little society. She was so proud when she came back, but I knew she was just their token Kin. They only invited her to inflate their own egos.”

“You told her that?”

“Not in so many words, but yes. Anyhow, she wouldn’t listen. I was just her kid brother.” Raef stared at the flickering wisp. “I didn’t think much of it beyond that, but Nola loved to talk. Some days you could hardly shut her up. And one day, in Olencia, she talked too much. She mentioned the druin order by name. The Order of the Oak Leaf.”

Raef stared at the flickering wisp. “I doubt Nola even realized what she’d done at the time,” he continued. “And even if she did, I doubt she saw the danger. She considered the chandlers her friends, and maybe some were, but one was married to a military man, a former volarch who’d moved to the defense ministry. She must’ve talked, because two days later, three full talons descended on the Oak Leaf enclave. You know how the dracorae are, but I’m telling you, what they did to the people there…” He trailed off for a moment and shook his head. “I swore I’d make the empire pay, Rylan.”

“You think I don’t grieve for people like Nola?” Rylan asked.

Raef sat cross-legged and picked up the wisp. His braided red beard glowed purple in its light. “I think you do. But here’s what you don’t get, what Aarik didn’t get, what Willow Lyndenfell doesn’t get. Every day the empire doesn’t feel pain for what they’ve done gives them permission to continue.”

“Bloodshed leads to more bloodshed, nothing more.”

“Wrong. If we have to bargain with them, it only means we haven’t hurt them enough. That’s why we need Strages. Power only recognizes power, and we don’t have enough of it. Show them their own children being flayed alive and the war ends. The Holt will be ours again, and we can have the peace you claim to want. Until that day comes, you and Willow are just fooling yourselves. You’re telling the empire they can continue as they please.”

“But that’s not the only way.” Oddly, the fact that Blythe had taken up Aarik’s cause gave Rylan hope that Raef, too, could see that words could work better than blades. “We can forge peace without wasting so many innocent lives. You must see that.”

“Maybe, but how long will it take? How many more generations need to live beneath their yoke? How many more Nolas are you willing to give up?”

“I don’t know,” Rylan said, “but we’ll never know unless we try.”

Raef laughed silently. “You saved my life. That means something. So I’m asking you, as a fellow child of the Holt, a man who says he wants peace, to give me the shard.”

Rylan shook his head immediately. “I can’t.”

Rylan knew there was a war playing inside Raef. He was deciding whether to kill Rylan for the shard. After a prolonged silence, he tucked the wisplight in its pouch, stuffed the pouch back in his purse, and crawled toward the mouth of the cave. But he stopped near the entrance. “We’re even now. You hear me?”

“Raef, don’t! The brass is still out there.”

“Maybe, but they’re going scour this river until they find us. I’m not sticking around for that.”

Raef clambered out, and Rylan followed but only as far as the entrance. Raef headed downriver slowly and silently, but he hadn’t gone twenty paces before he looked up and dove into the shallows. The brass dragon, riderless, crashed down on the riverbed and pinned Raef down with its giant talons.

Rylan rushed out of the cave and waded toward the brass, singing loudly and holding his right hand up. He reached out with his mind and felt a tenuous connection. The angry brass swung its horned head toward him and screeched. “I won’t hurt you,” Rylan sang. “I’m only wondering where your rider is.”

“Right here, you stinking, useless Kin,” a voice behind him said.

A man in armor leaped down from the riverbank. Rylan barely had time to put his hand on his cutlass before the dracora smashed the pommel of his dagger down on Rylan’s forehead.
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TWENTY-SEVEN: AZARIAH

High above the Whitefells, Azariah and Victanius soared on Victanius’s bronze dragon through the astonishingly cold air toward Ancris. On Lucran’s orders, they’d left Caldoras nearly an hour before – part of the ruse Lucran had concocted to convince Quintarch Zabrienne to give Azariah up without a fuss.

Victanius, impressively fit for a man of his years, wore the winter gear of an imperial dracora – boiled dragonskin armor, a winter cloak, padded helm, and gloves. Nevertheless, Azariah had no idea how the praetorian wasn’t shivering. Azariah himself had thrown on three layers beneath his woolen coat and still felt like he was turning to ice.

“I imagine this is far enough,” Azariah said.

Victanius glanced over his shoulder, puckering the scar across his forehead. “My orders were to fly for an hour.”

“No one’s following us, Tribunus. And the sooner you’re rid of me, the sooner—”

“One hour,” Victanius said. “No more, no less.”

A dracora or even a wing commander might have agreed to land a bit early, but the praetorians were famously stubborn. Azariah blew into his gloved hands and waited. At the one hour mark, they descended below the mountain peaks, and Victanius guided them south beyond the Whitefells to the foothills and steadily toward the Holt. After another half hour, they arrived at a swath of rocky terrain and sparse citadels. Plumes of steam rose ahead and drifted on the wind.

The bronze landed, and Victanius helped Azariah to the ground. Then the praetorian pulled Azariah’s rucksack from a saddlebag and tossed it to him. The guardsman should have simply left, but he sat on his mount and stared down at Azariah. Orders or not, it must have been particularly galling for a man like Victanius to be ordered to ferry a traitor like Azariah to the Holt instead of slitting his throat. No doubt he was wondering if he still might do so.

“Do what you mean to do,” Azariah said, “or leave.”

Victanius continued to glare. “I pray His Highness judged you rightly. If not, I’ll shackle you to the Anvil myself for your burning or die trying.” He tugged on the reins, and his bronze launched into the air.

Azariah jogged north and stopped on the rocky plateau where he’d hidden Vattuo’s crop. It took a bit of finding, but eventually he pulled back the rock he’d hidden it under, half expecting it to be gone, but it was there in its leather pouch, just as he’d left it.

He strapped it on his hand and let it guide him toward Vattuo. The warmth of the hot springs felt glorious after his cold flight, but sadly, he would have to leave when he found Vattuo. Nevertheless, he stood still for a moment, luxuriating in the sauna-like air.

He found the big iron dragon in a grotto with sheer rock walls and a bubbling pool of water. The iron lay, half hidden by the rising steam, on the pool’s far side, slapping the stones with his tail, which likely meant he’d thrown off the worst effects of the poison. He might be weak for a few days yet, but he would live.

Azariah gripped the crop stone and summoned him, but Vattuo merely raised his head and gurgled.

“Yes, it’s very pleasant, Vattuo, but you and I have work—”

“It’s about time you showed up,” called a hidden voice from somewhere above.

Azariah peered through the billowing white mist. On the rocky lip of the grotto, Princess Skylar was standing with her arms crossed, the sun shining on her leather riding clothes and white-ermine-trimmed hat.

“Shouldn’t you be in Ancris by now?” On Lucran’s orders, Skylar was supposed to have flown back to Ancris with a wing of dracorae. Azariah was surprised she wasn’t already there, even more surprised that she appeared to be alone.

She climbed down the rocks with impressive ease. “I told them I’d forgotten to speak to Father about something.” She skirted the burbling pool, stopped beside Vattuo, and rubbed his jaw. The old iron closed his eyes and rocked his head from side to side. “I ordered them to go ahead of me and tell my mother what happened.”

“And they listened?”

Skylar smiled. “You’d be surprised what the daughter of a quintarch can get away with.”

Azariah reckoned her ability to get what she wanted was at least as much due to her good looks and subtle skill at persuasion as it was her bloodline, but that was neither here nor there. “How did you find me?”

“You told Father where you wanted to be dropped off. From there, it wasn’t difficult to guess where you might hide a dragon for a few days.”

Azariah shrugged. “Then what are you doing here? I’m off to Andalingr to find your missing ferryman, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Oh, I believe you. I’m just worried you’re going to fail, which is why I’ve come to help you.” She gripped a crop, and an eagle-like peal echoed off the stone walls. Ruko, her silver dragon, poked her horned head over the rocks to Azariah’s left and peered down with her glinting blue eyes. Then she disappeared with a sound like shattering glass, reappeared near the burbling water, and hissed at Vattuo.

“No,” Azariah said to Skylar, “absolutely not. You’re going to hop on that vixen and fly her back to Ancris. Immediately.”

“You seem to be laboring under the misconception that I’m giving you a choice. I’m not. I’m going to Andalingr. Then you and I will talk to this Barrenstock.”

“And why, precisely, would I allow that?”

“Because you have a better chance of succeeding if I’m there with you.”

“Princess—”

“Do you really think Barrenstock is going to spill the proverbial beans to the man who blew up Ancris?”

Azariah patted the locket Lucran had given him. “You forget. I can disguise myself.”

“I haven’t forgotten anything. Who do you think you can pretend to be that will make Barrenstock confide in you? Admit it, having a quintarch’s daughter at your side gives you an edge.”

Azariah placed a hand on the leather pouch on his belt. “I have the writ.” Lucran had written it himself and put his seal on it. It gave Azariah authority in the Holt.

“Writs are ignored all the time. Barrenstock could force you to get permission from Willow, and assuming Willow even gives it, he might still ignore that. The man’s prouder than a peacock and hates being bullied.”

“He might get the impression you’re bullying him.”

“Maybe, but Barrenstock’s a businessman above all else, and he sells plenty of brandy in the Ancran province and beyond. My father could change that, and Barrenstock knows it.”

Azariah couldn’t deny having Skylar there with him would help, but it did nothing to explain her motivation. “Tell me why you’re doing this.”

Skylar jutted her jaw, looking more than a little like the teenager Azariah remembered. “You wouldn’t even ask that question if my name was Ransom.” Ransom was Skylar’s long-dead brother, who Lucran had sent to Syrdia to quell an uprising. Everyone thought he was going to be the next quintarch, but he was wounded by a gryphon in Syrdia and later overdosed on rapture, which he’d begun taking to ease the pain.

“That’s why you’re doing this?” Azariah asked. “You want to prove something to your father?”

Ruko lapped at the pool of water, then hissed at Vattuo again when he, too, dipped his head and drank.

Skylar watched them, then said, “My city was destroyed.” When Azariah opened his mouth to defend himself, she raised a hand. “I know, it was Faedryn’s doing. I believe you, but now Faedryn has all the illustrae in his pocket. He’s manipulating people using the maze. I’m not going to sit in Highreach and do nothing while he prepares to destroy another city, or worse. So either let me join you or I’ll fly to Andalingr alone and we can sort it all out in front of Barrenstock.”

Vattuo rounded the pool and nudged Azariah with his snout. Azariah took off his glove and rubbed the dragon’s warm scales. He felt like a fool for even considering accepting Skylar’s help, but the most important thing was stopping Faedryn. “When this is all over, your father’s going to fit me for a noose.”

“Maybe,” Skylar said with a smile, “but I’ll cut you down, I promise.”

They mounted and rode up through the billowing steam.

*

Azariah and Skylar followed Findron Barrenstock into a den in his luxurious estate in Andalingr. The room had a potbellied stove, a door to a viewing deck, and a cluttered desk along the far wall. There was a rustic air about the room, but all was of the highest quality, from the lustrous floorboards to the rich paneling to the brass cart with its drinking glasses and dozen bottles of liquor. Even the potbellied stove, with its brass accents and lion’s paw feet, was a cut above what one would normally find in Andalingr.

Barrenstock was broad-chested with meaty arms, a bent nose, and a brawler’s ear. He looked like he’d built his fortune cracking skulls instead of distilling brandy. Then again, it could have been both, the liquor trade being what it was. Azariah, claiming to be Skylar’s advisor, had altered his appearance on their flight. He was slender with light brown hair and a forgettable face, the sort of fellow a man like Findron would likely ignore.

Barrenstock moved to the high-backed chair on the far side of the desk and motioned Skylar to the chair across from him. “Please, have a seat.” When Skylar had settled herself, Barrenstock sat, did a double take at what looked to be a sketchbook with an elegant drawing of a brandy bottle, and closed it with a soft thump. “Now, what brings you—” He suddenly tilted to one side and stared past Skylar. “Oy! Back upstairs!”

Halfway down the hall, a girl of seven or eight was peeking around the corner of an adjoining hallway. A woman in a black dress and wimple appeared and grabbed the girl by the collar. “Priel, what did I say!” She ushered the girl away. “I’m sorry, Master Barrenstock,” she called, then, softer, “I turn my back on you for one minute.”

“My apologies,” Barrenstock said to Skylar. “What brings you to Andalingr, Princess?”

Skylar crossed one leg over the other and folded her hands in her lap. “Word reached my father that you were threatened.”

Barrenstock snatched a bottle of brandy from the cart and poured a glass. “Brandy?” Skylar politely declined, and he replaced the cork with a loud squeak. He took a swallow, bared his teeth, and sat back. “Word of my little incident with Willow Lyndenfell spread all the way to Ancris, did it?”

“Yes, but it wasn’t actually Willow, as I understand it. It was a ferryman?”

“A ferryman sent by Willow Lyndenfell.”

“You’re certain Willow sent him?”

“Who else would have?” He stabbed a finger at Skylar. “He sat where you are now and threatened me, my daughter, too.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Skylar said. “I just want to understand why.”

“Forgive me, but why would the quintarch care?”

“Because he does,” Skylar said flatly.

“This is Holt business.”

“When it threatens the empire’s supply lines, our lines of communication, it becomes our business as well. Now answer me. Why would a ferryman do something so brazen?”

“Isn’t it obvious? He did it so I would vote for Willow!”

“Rhodri is a journeyman, freshly promoted. He’s not some kind of enforcer.”

“People do all sorts of things for money, Princess.”

Skylar nodded, then sniffed sharply. “You’ve met Willow?”

“A dozen times, yes.”

“And how did she impress you?”

Barrenstock worked his mouth. “Beg pardon?”

Skylar put on a pleasant smile. “I’m asking you to share your impressions of Willow Lyndenfell given the dozen meetings you say you’ve had with her.”

Barrenstock’s eyes narrowed. “She’s sly, like her father. Manipulative.”

“Perhaps, but I’ve always found her to be more fox than wolf.”

“Your point?”

“My point is that making open threats doesn’t seem in keeping with her character.”

Barrenstock set his brandy down, leaned back in his chair, and crossed his arms over his chest. “She’s desperate. She feels entitled to the seat, and her brother is getting closer and closer to stealing it.”

Skylar shrugged. “Perhaps you’re right, but we’ll never know the truth unless we speak to the ferryman. Any news of where he is? Where he’s headed?”

“No more’n what you likely already know. He was spotted rowing down the Vagabond in a canoe, likely headed to Brevin, which is why I sent one of my men there to look for him.”

“His name?”

“Whose name?”

“Your man.”

“Why do you…” Barrenstock paused and forced a smile. “Cavanaugh.”

“When did he leave?”

“Three days ago. Fly to Brevin if you like. I’ll write a note you can give him, and you can see what he’s found.” He pulled the sketchpad across the desk and reached for a pen in an inkwell but paused when Azariah cleared his throat.

“Perhaps, Princess,” Azariah said, “we could speak to the fellow who spotted Rhodri? A farmer, wasn’t it?”

Barrenstock nodded. “Axel Parrish. He owns an orchard a half-day’s ride from here.”

“I’d like to speak with him,” Skylar said.

Barrenstock nodded obligingly. “I’ll see he comes to Andalingr tomorrow, the following day at the latest.”

“There’s no need,” Skylar said. “We have dragons. Directions to his orchard will suffice.”

Barrenstock smiled, though it seemed to take some effort. “Of course.” He opened the sketchbook to a fresh page and drew a map. “Axel doesn’t know much.” He ripped out the page and on the back wrote several lines. “Cavanaugh will know more, in Brevin, so here’s a note.” He slid the paper across the desk. “Anything else?”

“That will be all, Master Barrenstock.” Skylar stood and picked up the paper. “The quintarch thanks you for your time.”

They left his estate and headed toward the eyrie. A cold wind blew and massive white clouds drifted above the swaying canopy. Townsfolk walked briskly along the walkways. When they were out of earshot of the guard at the front entrance, Skylar said, “Gave up the map awfully quickly, don’t you think?”

“He wanted us out of his hair.”

“Agreed,” Skylar said. “The question is, why?”

They came to a ringwalk, navigated around a pair of men in faded brown overalls, and continued along a railed bridgebough. Azariah said, “You know Barrenstock fought in the Brandy Wars, yes?”

“Yes.” Skylar ran a gloved hand over the rail as they walked. “So what?”

“The houses who ran the distilleries were like gangs back then – vicious gangs – and by all accounts Barrenstock was one of the most ruthless. He wants to find Rhodri before anyone else does so he can administer justice personally. Even if this Cavanaugh fellow went to Brevin, which I doubt, I’m guessing he’ll give us nothing.”

“Why do you say that?”

“For the simple fact that Barrenstock sent him to find Rhodri. Barrenstock would only have chosen someone loyal to him, someone who would know not to share too much without permission. And I suspect the farmer either knows nothing or has been coached.”

“So what, then? We’re stuck?”

“Not yet. The farmer may have been bribed or threatened, but if he knows something, we’ll get it out of him.”

Skylar stopped. “No bloodshed, Azariah. We don’t want to antagonize Andalingr.”

“As you say.”

“I mean it.”

“I hear you, Princess. We’ll simply talk to the man.”

Skylar considered him a moment, then spun and trekked toward the eyrie. Azariah strode after her. He meant what he’d said – he’d try diplomacy – but he wasn’t about to let some Deepwood bumpkin prevent him from finding Rhodri. As the eyrie and its dragons came into view, he heard wheezing laughter.
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TWENTY-EIGHT: AZARIAH

Azariah felt his cheekbones and chin to make sure his face hadn’t changed back. Then he tugged on Vattuo’s reins, guiding the dragon to follow the meandering Vagabond River. Skylar flew to his right on gleaming Ruko. The sky was overcast, and the wind had picked up. Great gusts buffeted Vattuo, often sending him off course. Ruko was more streamlined than Vattuo, and wasn’t blown about as much, but she seemed to be working harder to maintain speed against the headwind.

Skylar suddenly stood in her stirrups and pointed to a farmhouse right of the river. “There it is!” It had what looked like a hundred acres of trees in long, ordered rows. The trees were bare, the ground covered in fresh snow. A trail of smoke rose from a chimney on the barn’s roof. They descended toward the farm and landed fifty yards from the farmhouse on a rutted dirt road.

They heard a metallic clanging coming from the barn and walked the dragons toward it. Vattuo roared behind them, and the clanging ceased. One of the barn doors squeaked open, and a thin, bowlegged, old man in a leather apron, holding a pair of tongs with a glowing horseshoe in them, stared out. His hair was mussed and his eyes were ringed with dark circles. In his other hand he held a hammer. He set the tongs and horseshoe down on an anvil near the forge, stepped outside, and walked toward them, spinning the hammer as he went. “Help you?”

“Yes.” Skylar waved politely. “We’re looking for Axel Parrish.”

“Who is?”

“Skylar Solvina, daughter of Quintarch Lucran, and” – she gestured to Azariah – “her advisor. We’d like to ask you a few questions about the man you spotted on the river, the ferryman?”

Parrish looked Azariah up and down and adjusted his grip on his hammer. “I already talked to the constables.”

“So I heard,” Skylar said, “but we’d like to ask you a few more questions. We need to find the ferryman.”

Parrish glared at her, his breath pluming on the wind. “He owe you money or something?”

“Nothing like that. We only want to talk to him.”

“Well, get in line. That little vyrd hopper stole my canoe! Threatened the fellow who buys my cider, too.”

Skylar nodded. “We’re aware. I’m sure the constables are working on that, but we still have some important questions.”

“Important to highlanders…”

“Important to the people of the Holt as well. You might be in as much danger as we are. Maybe more.”

“Well, all I know is he stole my canoe and went down river toward Brevin or maybe Fjornynn. Hells, might be headed to Olgasus for all I know.”

Reckoning the farmer wasn’t going to give anything up easily, Azariah gripped the crop in his right hand and willed Vattuo to issue a warning cry. Vattuo reared up and bellowed so loudly Azariah thought the barn might collapse. He snapped his jaws at Ruko’s wing, and Ruko screeched almost as loud.

“As I said, Princess” – Azariah made a show of struggling with Vattuo’s reins and pulling him away from Ruko – “we likely wasted our time coming here, but as long as we have, perhaps it would be best to check for evidence?”

Skylar scowled – an act, but a good one. “My counselor is rude, but he’s right. Would you mind showing me what you saw?”

“You won’t find anything,” the farmer said.

“Likely you’re right, but if I tell my father I didn’t bother, he’ll send me straight back here to do it. And neither of us wants that, do we?”

Farmer Parrish squinted at them a moment and rubbed his thigh with his hammer. Then he shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He headed toward the road between the orchards toward the riverbank and a wooden shack. When he saw Skylar was following but Azariah wasn’t, he stopped. “He ain’t coming?”

“Unless you want the dragons to eat whatever’s in that barn,” Skylar told him, “I think it’s best we leave him here.”

The farmer’s jaw jutted, then he stalked along the road, mumbling, “Their crops broken or something?”

When Parrish and Skylar were far away and nearing the shack, Azariah headed into the farmer’s house. It had a sitting room, a big kitchen with a massive dining table, and five bedrooms, all but one of which had three or four beds, likely for seasonal workers. The ivory knickknacks and needlepoint on the walls gave Azariah the impression Farmer Parrish had once had a wife, perhaps a large family as well. He picked up a dusty statuette of a doe and imagined children running between the rooms, lively conversation at the dinner table.

The Hissing Man was suddenly standing in the bedroom doorway. “So sentimental.”

“So what? Sentiment stands halfway between love and regret. It comes from the road not taken.” Azariah set the carving down and adjusted it. “You could do with a bit of sentiment.”

“Do you ever get tired of spouting so much bilge? Sentiment breeds pain and distraction. We have a long road ahead. We can’t afford it.”

Azariah walked past the Hissing Man into the master bedroom, and the Hissing Man limped after him – shoosh-thump, shoosh-thump. Azariah poked through the dresser drawers, looking for anything, perhaps a journal or diary, that might give some hint to what had really happened to Rhodri.

As he rifled through a wardrobe, his thoughts drifted to the growing divide between him and the Hissing Man. The Hissing Man hated that they’d been manipulated by Faedryn for so long. His anger over it burned unchecked, as did his desire for revenge. Azariah could hardly blame him for it. He’d felt the same at first, but as their days wore on in hiding after the destruction of Ancris, his own thirst for revenge faded, and he’d started thinking about how much harm he’d done to Ancris and its people, and the danger that lay ahead. That was what drove him now, but the Hissing Man couldn’t let go of the anger.

The Hissing Man stomped his foot. “Would I be doing this if I didn’t care? I’m not an animal.”

“I didn’t say you were.”

“You thought it, though.” Despite the gauze over his ruined eyes, the Hissing Man seemed to stare at Azariah.

Azariah sighed. “It’s not your fault. Faedryn forced you to commit—”

“Forced us to commit, remember?” He spat on the scuffed floorboards. “And don’t speak to me as if I need your pity. I don’t.” When Azariah turned back toward the wardrobe, the Hissing Man sneered, “You’re wasting your time. The man can’t read.”

He was likely right. Azariah hadn’t seen a single book in the home. He left and walked back to the barn.

The anvil and forge he’d spotted earlier were on the left side with a hanging bellows and a rack of iron implements. Beyond it were a pair of dappled gray draft horses in separate stalls and a mound of hay bales stacked nearly up to the loft. A flatbed wagon was on the right, under a harness hung on the wall. Beyond the wagon were stacks of empty bushels and two more stalls, one of which was occupied by a black bay.

Azariah headed down the central aisle to an empty stall. The black bay nickered and shook its mane. One of the grays stamped its hooves and neighed. Inside the lone, empty stall was a smattering of hay and some dung that hadn’t been mucked out properly. He walked back to the wagon and checked out the harness. It was for a team of four horses.

Hearing Skylar and Farmer Parrish approach, Azariah shoved both barn doors open wide and stepped outside. “What happened to the fourth horse?” he asked Farmer Parrish.

“Sunshine got the strangles,” he said after a moment’s pause, “likely while we were dropping off the late harvest in Thicket.”

“The strangles,” Azariah said.

Farmer Parrish shrugged. “Happens from time to time.”

“Strangles is contagious,” Azariah said.

Parrish nodded. “Right. I separated her from the others straight away and brought her to the farrier.”

“Which farrier?”

Farmer Parrish’s eyes narrowed. “What’s it to you?”

Azariah wasn’t sure why the comment angered the Hissing Man so, but it did. The Hissing Man rose up like a surge of bile and shoved Azariah down.

Azariah watched in horror as the Hissing Man stalked forward and grabbed the old farmer by the back of the neck. The old man yelped and dropped his hammer. When Parrish tried to push the Hissing Man away, the Hissing Man snatched his wrist, twisted it behind the fellow’s back, and shoved him through the barn doors.

“Let go!” Farmer Parrish shouted. “That hurts!”

The Hissing Man pushed him toward the forge. Skylar followed close behind, clenching her fists. Ruko screeched. Vattuo grumbled and slammed his tail on the ground. The Hissing Man flipped the iron door of the forge open and slammed Farmer Parrish’s head onto the red bricks at its base.

Skylar put her hands on her hips. “Azariah, is this really—”

“Silence!” The Hissing Man worked the hanging bellows. The coals glowed orange, then yellow. Azariah felt the heat on his face.

“Leave me alone,” Farmer Parrish cried. “I told you everything I know, godsdammit!”

The Hissing Man let the bellows go, then bent down, close to Parrish’s ear. “We’re going to cut to the chase now, Farmer Parrish,” he said in a long, wet hiss, “and I suggest you tell me the truth.”

Farmer Parrish swallowed hard and nodded as well as he could.

“Good. Now, did Rhodri steal the other horse?”

Farmer Parrish squirmed, shut his eyes tight, and blurted. “Yes! All right? He stole it. I couldn’t stop him!”

“Yet you told the constables he took your canoe downriver. Why?”

“Barrenstock told me to! He didn’t want no one knowing where the damn ferryman had gone to.” Parrish tried to shy away from the forge, but the Hissing Man held him firmly in place. “He wanted revenge. It’s why he sent Cavanaugh after him and told me to say he paddled toward Brevin.”

The Hissing Man scraped the farmer’s face closer to the flames.

Skylar shouted, “Azariah!”

“It’s the goddess’s honest truth!” Parrish screamed.

“Maybe it is” – the Hissing Man leaned closer – “but hear me well, you useless piece of shit. If you lie to me about the next question, I’m going to come back, cut you up, and toss your pieces into this forge while you watch.” He paused. Farmer Parrish wheezed through his nose. The Hissing Man pressed Parrish’s head closer to the open forge. “Where did the ferryman go?”

“East!” Parrish howled. “He went east! I saw him riding away. I couldn’t do nothing!”

“Where was he going?”

“No idea! I swear it! I chased him on Clara but lost him a few miles out.”

Skylar put her hand on the Hissing Man’s shoulder. “Let him go, Azariah.”

Whether it was her touch or because the Hissing Man had gotten what he wanted, he faded. Azariah rose up and let Farmer Parrish stagger away.

“Get in your house,” Skylar told him. “Bar the door. Don’t come out again until we’re gone.”

Without another word, he spun, barreled into his house, and slammed the door closed.

Azariah didn’t move. He felt like everything he did was by leave of that small, broken part of himself that had been born when he’d refused to kill his own son.

“Are you okay?” Skylar asked.

Azariah nodded.

“Care to tell me what in the hells just happened?”

“Not here. Let’s get going.”

Skylar stared at him a while; then she nodded and headed toward Ruko. “Tonight, when we camp, I want answers.” She mounted Ruko and picked up the reins.

Azariah led Vattuo into the barn and had the old iron sniff the empty stall. The horses neighed and stomped. The black bay kicked the wall of its stall and screamed. But Azariah waited for Vattuo to lift his nose and retract his tongue. Then he led the big iron from the barn and climbed into the saddle.

He and Skylar flew east as fast as they could.
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TWENTY-NINE: LORELEI

Lorelei pored over Rygmora’s pages beside the fire in Kressa’s magical tree-house. The bramble had been a big disappointment, but she’d known she wasn’t ready. She was no druin nor sedge witch. She could wield neither aura nor umbra, and she hated relying so heavily on Kressa.

At midday, Creed, Drummond, and Yzolde returned from a ranging, and Kressa set out seed cakes and tea. Everyone began eating except Kressa, who fixed herself a black mushroom broth that smelled like unwashed armpits.

Drummond wrinkled his nose and held up a seed cake to her. “You sure you don’t want one of these? It’s not going to win any ribbons at the county fair, but at least it doesn’t smell like toenails.”

Kressa took a noisy gulp and glared at Drummond. “You want me to summon the bramble, don’t you? I can’t do that eating bird food.”

“You should rest,” Yzolde said. “You don’t look so well.”

Yzolde wasn’t wrong. Kressa’s breathing was shallow and rapid, and her eyes were yellowish.

“I can do it a few more times.” She slurped noisily. “Then, yes, I’ll need time to recover.”

“How much time?” Lorelei asked, feeling a bit churlish.

But Kressa just shrugged. “A couple of weeks.”

Lorelei tried to hide her disappointment as she turned to Yzolde. “Maybe you could try?”

Yzolde shook her head. “I have. The ritual is too much for me.” She tipped her head toward her grandmother. “You’re stuck with this one, I’m afraid.”

Kressa rolled her rheumy eyes. “Lose hope and you’ve already lost the battle. I believe in you.” She smiled fleetingly. “I think Rygmora would have, too.”

Lorelei didn’t feel worthy of the old woman’s faith, but she smiled just the same. “Thank you.”

After they finished eating, they hiked back to the meadow. The sky was clear and a fresh layer of snow was blindingly bright. The wind swung this way and that, making the dead grass look like so many drunken revelers.

Kressa hobbled toward the mound and told Yzolde to check the wards.

“I did.”

Kressa stopped and faced her. “Yesterday, yes, but if we succeed, we’ll be stepping into the fallen one’s domain. I don’t want any surprises.”

Yzolde glanced at Lorelei and Creed, then nodded. “Okay.”

Drummond raised a hand to Yzolde. “Take me with you? Please?” He shrugged and pouted. “Unless you’re happy to see a man die of boredom.”

Yzolde’s lips almost curled into a smile. “Suit yourself.”

Drummond rushed to catch up, and the two of them left the meadow.

“Well,” Creed said, watching them go, “someone’s smitten…”

Lorelei laughed quietly. “Apparently.” Then she walked up to the center of the mound.

Kressa spread her arms wide and began to chant. The trees began to grumble. Roots snaked from the earth, wrapped Lorelei’s legs, and lifted her high into the air. Lorelei was less frightened this time because the old sedge witch had been able to get her down safely last time, but the trees leaning in toward her were still daunting.

She tried to enter the half dream state for nearly an hour, and it often felt like she had, but she still felt nothing from the trees. She recalled sensing Faedryn in the maze, fixed the memory in her mind, but that didn’t do anything either.

“Please,” Lorelei whispered. “Show me anything about Alra. Or Faedryn. Or the paragons! Show me one of them – just one.”

But the trees showed nothing. Lorelei felt she was trying to speak in a language she didn’t understand, and that made her feel more foolish than she already did, so she signaled to Kressa to lower her down.

“Don’t feel bad, child,” Kressa told her. “Many of us have tried and failed to do what Rygmora did.”

Lorelei nodded, but she still felt like a fool.

In the days that followed, Kressa continued to drink her foul broth. She knitted and made stew and bread from the wild onions, garlic, and parsnips Marshmallow brought her. She sat in her rocking chair and quickly read the books Yzolde had brought with her, then groused that Yzolde hadn’t brought more.

Creed offered to join Lorelei at the meadow, but Kressa said it would be better if Lorelei was left in peace, so he joined Yzolde and Drummond on their treks instead. One night, he read Rygmora’s pages and tried to help Lorelei figure out what she was doing wrong, but he was out of his element. So was Lorelei, for that matter. She was starting to come to grips with the fact that she’d likely never commune with the trees.

Kressa summoned the bramble three more times – once more during the day and twice under the dark sun, but Lorelei sensed nothing extraordinary during any of them. She either didn’t have the knack or couldn’t slow her thoughts enough. Worse, each attempt left Kressa weaker. She was in so much pain after the final attempt Lorelei had to help her back to Éoralynn.

“One more, child,” Kressa said as they were nearing Éoralynn. “I’ve got one more in me.”

Lorelei could see how taxing the rituals were for Kressa and nearly told her not to bother, but she couldn’t just give up. “Okay, one more.”

Late that night, Creed was sitting with Lorelei by the fire pit while Kressa snored in her bed. Yzolde was at the desk writing a letter she planned to bring with her when she returned to Skjalgard. Drummond, who’d been unusually quiet during their evening meal, told them he needed time to think and went out for an evening stroll.

“I miss Barlo,” Creed blurted to no one in particular after Drummond left. Barlo was Creed’s mastiff, which Ash was taking care of while Creed was gone.

“I miss Bothymus,” Lorelei said.

Creed nodded. “I miss Ash, too.”

Creed and Ash had become a couple in the wake of the Sundering. The men in Creed’s life had come and gone so quickly, Lorelei was surprised his relationship with Ash had stuck. But they were perfect for each other in many respects. Ash softened Creed’s rough edges, and Creed seemed to slow Ash down so he could savor life more.

Lorelei reached out and squeezed his hand. “So do I. I miss Skylar, too. And my mother.”

Creed squeezed her hand back. “What about Rylan?”

Yes, Lorelei thought, what about him? She thought they’d connected in Ancris, that they were friends if nothing else, but you don’t cut yourself off from your friends the way he did.

“Maybe when all this is done,” Creed said, “we could go visit him.”

“I don’t even know where he is.”

“Okay, but we are inquisitors. We could find him.”

Lorelei shook her head. “If he wanted to see me, he would’ve invited me to Glaeyand or Andalingr. He would’ve told me where he was.” Creed opened his mouth to reply, but Lorelei stopped him with a raised hand. “I don’t want to talk about Rylan. I’m going to give the bramble another try. If I fail again tomorrow, we’ll head back to Skjalgard, then go home and figure out what to do next.”

“You sure?” Creed waited, but Lorelei didn’t say anything. “All right. So we go to Ancris. What then?”

“I wish I knew.”

Lorelei hated to give up – it felt vital that they learn more about Faedryn and the Ruining – but everything was moving so fast. The chance that the Red Knives would find Strages’ shard and use him to wage war on the empire grew by the day. And the quintarchs were restless. They would take matters into their own hands sooner or later, no matter what Willow Lyndenfell wanted. Lorelei needed to talk to Skylar, get caught up on things, and see where else she and Creed could help.

Creed went to sleep. Yzolde and Kressa, sharing the lone bed, were softly snoring. Lorelei lay down, too, and closed her eyes, but was soon awoken by someone shaking her shoulder. Drummond was hunched over her. The sky was brightening outside. Reckoning wasn’t far off.

“We need to talk,” Drummond said.

Lorelei nodded. She got up, pulled on her boots and coat, and followed Drummond outside. The air was bitterly cold.

He led her away from Éoralynn and stopped and faced her. “Listen, the other day, when I went ranging with Yzolde, Kressa seemed glad to get rid of me. Then she told Creed to stay away, too.”

“No, she said it would be better if I worked in peace.”

“Yeah” – Drummond rubbed his arms and hopped from foot to foot – “because she didn’t want it to seem like an order.” Lorelei was about to argue, but Drummond bulled on. “Just listen. Yzolde and I have been talking. She told me about when she tried the ritual. She said Kressa cast two spells, one to summon the bramble, another to help Yzolde connect with them.” Even in Nox’s dim light, Lorelei could tell Drummond was nervous.

“What are you saying?” she asked.

“I’m saying I don’t think she wants you to do it.” He paused for a measured breath. “Look, when I use my smudge wands, I can do more than find people. I can sense magic. I snuck back to the field yesterday and watched Kressa summon the bramble. That was magic. But when you were trying to speak to the trees, she did nothing. It was all an act.”

Lorelei could hardly believe she hadn’t thought of it. “You’re saying she’s sabotaging me?”

“I’d bet a pot of gold on it. I don’t mean to butt in – this is your business, not mine – but if I’d come all this way, and some wrinkly old woman was stoppin’ me from doing what I’d come to do, I’d want to know why.”

Lorelei couldn’t help but remember how Kressa had gone from wanting to kill her for trespassing to calling her petal and helping her do something that – in Kressa’s eyes, anyway – seemed to dishonor Rygmora’s memory.

“Thanks, Drummond,” Lorelei said. “I’ll talk to her about it.”

They headed back to Éoralynn. In their makeshift beds, Drummond was soon snoring loudly, but Lorelei couldn’t go back to sleep. She kept worrying about how Kressa would react when she asked her about her sabotage. Soon enough, the bright sun rose, and Lorelei and Kressa headed back across the snow toward the meadow.

Unsure where to begin, Lorelei thought about the note she’d found in Rygmora’s pages – our place, it had read. There’d been a connection between the two women, and Lorelei suspected it ran much deeper than friendship. “You haven’t said much about Rygmora.”

“What’s there to say, petal?”

“Was she nice?”

Kressa chewed on that awhile. “Nice, yes, but also flighty. And forgiving.” They walked in silence for a few steps; then Kressa said, “She enjoyed reliving the past. Maybe too much. Sometimes she hardly came back but to eat and sleep before going back to the bramble.”

Lorelei nodded. “Do you think she’d be angry with you for sharing her secrets?”

“Rygmora? No. She wanted others to learn.”

“Even someone like me?”

Kressa was silent for a bit. “A woman from the mountains… An inquisitor, no less…” They rounded the trunk of an imposing citadel and continued toward the meadow. “I still don’t think she’d be angry. Mora never held a grudge. Even after the empire chased her into the hands of the Red Knives, she would’ve taught you. Assuming you had the gift, that is.”

“And what about you?” Lorelei said. “How do you feel about helping a woman from the mountains – an inquisitor, no less?”

Kressa glanced at her sidelong. “I’m helping you, aren’t I?”

Lorelei stopped. “I don’t know. Are you?”

Kressa stopped and faced her. “All I’ve been is nice to you.”

“Sure, after trying to kill me.”

“It was a misunderstanding, and I apologized.”

“You didn’t, but that’s beside the point. There’s a second part of the ritual that’s supposed to help me to bond with the trees. You’re only pretending to do that part.”

Kressa laughed. “Now why would I—”

“Because you want me to fail.”

Kressa opened her mouth, looking like she was going to argue. Then there was venom in her eyes and bile in her words. “Why should I help you? You killed her!”

“I wasn’t even ali—”

“The empire chased her all the way to Skjalgard. That’s when we met.” Her chin quivered; her eyes filled with tears. “But they didn’t stop there. They kept coming for her and coming for her until they had her. I was cursed the day I met her.”

“No,” Lorelei said. “You loved her. You love her still.”

Kressa blinked away her tears.

“What would she have wanted?” Lorelei asked.

She thought the question might anger Kressa, but it seemed to calm her. “We’ll never know, will we?”

“She would’ve helped,” Lorelei said, hoping she was right. “She would have tried to protect the Holt. In the pages you gave me, she wrote she was frustrated by her inability to use the Sylvan Tapestry. She said the magic of the Holt is meant for everyone.” Lorelei paused to let that sink in. “I know I’m an outsider, Kressa, but there’s a tragedy coming. I want you to help me learn what it is. I want you to help me stop it before it’s too late.”

Kressa stared up at the swaying canopy. “You may fail even with my help.”

“Maybe, but at least we’ll have tried.”

They stood in silence for long moments. Lorelei watched the old witch’s face, but Kressa didn’t look at her. Lorelei was nearly ready to give up, when Kressa slammed her staff on the snowy ground and blurted, “Let’s go then. It’s fucking cold out here.”

They went to the mound in the meadow. The roots lifted Lorelei in the air, and the trees bent toward her. Feeling calmer than she had in months, she set aside her worries about Faedryn, her worries about Ancris and the Red Knives and Strages, even her worries about Rylan. She concentrated on her first time in the Holt. She’d gone with her father on dragonback. They’d marveled at the vastness of the Holt, its endless sea of green. They’d flown below the canopy and goggled at the massive citadels, countless and majestic, and wondered what it would be like to live in them.

Now the trees bent toward her so eagerly she almost forgot why she was there. She immediately thought about Faedryn locked away in his prison, but she didn’t want that to be the first vision she saw. “Show me Alra,” she said. “Show me Alra at the Ruining.”

The sky and the trees seemed to disappear, a man with graying hair and steely eyes appeared, clad in dirty armor with Alra’s eight-pointed star on his breastplate. Then a woman in supple leather armor was with him. Her skin was pale, her lips lilac, her hair long and black and alive, writhing like a tangle of snakes. They raced across a courtyard surrounded by high stone walls, entered a fortress, and hurried down a corridor choked with wounded soldiers to a chapel door. Somewhere, war horns sounded.

“Wait here,” the armored man told the woman.

He entered the chapel. In the center nave, a pale-skinned woman lay on a bed. She had bright green eyes, a heart-shaped face, and braided blonde hair caked with dirt and blood. She wore a breastplate embossed with a brilliant, flame-wreathed, eight-pointed star. Three men in white robes – shepherds, from the looks of them – were working to unstrap her armor.

The armored man approached her. “Lady Alra, I’ve brought Yeriel.”

“Send her in, Doran,” Alra said. “Quickly.”

Doran bowed and left.

The shepherds lifted Alra’s breastplate off her quilted, sweat-stained gambeson. A blot of blood glistened along her left side, just below her ribs. Grimacing, Alra pressed her hand to it.

Lorelei couldn’t believe what she was seeing, but the very thought of it – the reflection on herself – brought the bright sun blaring down on her. The trees groaned and crackled away from her, and the roots lowered her to the ground.

“We did it, Kressa!” she yelled, even though she was disappointed she hadn’t seen more. “We did it!”

Kressa hobbled toward the mound. “And what, precisely, did we do?”

“I saw her,” Lorelei said. “I saw Alra.” She described Alra, the fortress, Yeriel standing in the archway.

Kressa blinked tears from her yellowed eyes. Lorelei couldn’t tell if she was happy or sad. The old woman seemed unable to speak for a moment. Then she said, “You’ve done well, girl.”

“I need to see more, Kressa. We need to try again.”

“All right” – Kressa turned and hobbled back toward Éoralynn – “but I’m tired as the mountains. Let an old woman gather her strength.”
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THIRTY: LORELEI

Lorelei sat on a stool by the fire pit in Éoralynn, heart still racing from seeing Alra, and stirred her own recipe for mushroom soup. It was nearly ready and smelled scrumptious. Across from her, Yzolde dropped flattened disks of raw dough onto a hot skittle. Creed was setting out bowls and spoons on the flat-topped stones around the fire pit. Kressa was snoring in her bed, dead to the world. Lorelei suspected their success was much more draining than their failed attempts.

“I don’t get it,” Drummond said, rocking in the rocking chair and smoking a pipe. “How is it the trees grant visions to our imperial friend here when so many people of the Holt have failed?”

It was a funny thing to ask, given that Drummond had been the one to warn Lorelei about Kressa’s sabotage. Even so, Lorelei had asked herself the same question several times on the way back from the meadow.

“You’re overestimating how many people have actually tried,” Yzolde said, “likely by a factor of a hundred.”

“Maybe so, but…” Drummond glowered.

“But what?” Yzolde asked.

“She’s no Kin is all. Why her?”

Creed went to a shelf and took up a pitcher of syris and four wooden cups. “Rygmora’s pages said nothing about needing to be Kin. She said it was to do with one’s state of mind, remember?”

“Yes, yes, sitting on the edge of a dream…” Drummond rolled his eyes. “But if it was only that, why can’t Yzolde do it? Why can’t Kressa?” He turned to Lorelei. “I don’t mean to sound indelicate, but are you sure you’re not Kin?”

Creed snorted. “Blood business, again.”

“Damned straight, blood business. Rygmora spoke to the trees and she was Kin.”

He was so matter-of-fact about it, like a father teaching his son how water spills downhill, that Lorelei worried she’d bruise his ego if she pushed back, but she had to say something. “My mother’s family is from Syrdia. My father’s side emigrated from Olgasus to Ancris more than three hundred years ago. So, yes, I’m sure. But why care about that, Drummond? What matters is that it worked.”

“I care because… Look, Yzolde’s powerful because Kressa is. The same’s true of Morraine and Rygmora. You really gonna sit there and tell me that don’t matter? Hells, you think I’d be able to suss out paths in the smoke if my mammy couldn’t?”

“All right, fine,” Lorelei said, “but what you’re talking about is potential. You still have to work at it. Take dragon bonding. The Kin taught the empire’s dracorae how to do it, and they had no Kin blood to speak of.”

“They learned poorly,” Drummond grumbled. “And they were all-too-happy to abandon it after they learned how to make their bloody fetters, weren’t they?”

“However poorly they might have learned, they did learn.”

“Same with the maze,” Creed added. “The Kin taught the empire how to be ferrymen.”

Drummond looked at Yzolde. “Well?” Yzolde merely shrugged and flipped a biscuit.

Creed set the pitcher back on the shelf and handed out the cups of syris. “Same with the shepherds, too, right, Lorelei? The druins taught them how to use magic?”

“Histories differ,” Lorelei said, “but the ones I trust say they did, yes.”

“Fine, fine.” Drummond shook his head and sulked. “I still don’t understand what makes you so special.”

Lorelei ladled some soup into bowls, Yzolde topped each with a biscuit, and they tucked in. As Lorelei was admiring her mouth-watering handiwork, Creed spoke around his first mouthful. “Did you know Lorelei can remember everything she’s read, no matter how long ago?”

“Yeah, and fish can ride horses,” Drummond said, dribbling soup down his chin. When Creed merely smiled, Drummond wiped his mouth and pointed to Kressa’s pages. “What’s the bottom page of your stack say, then?”

Lorelei sat spear straight, pictured the page, and recited, “‘On a whim, I asked the trees to show me Lodrik Runeforger’s first vyrd. I didn’t really expect it to work, and at first I thought it hadn’t. He went to the spring and spread his hands. He stayed there for hours. Then he disappeared. It didn’t look like a vyrd, but it was a vyrd just the same.’” Lorelei paused. “Shall I continue?”

Drummond glowered and snatched the page. He read it and tossed it back onto the pile. Then he picked up his bowl and resumed slurping.

“Not only that,” Creed continued, “she can recall details about things she’s seen and done, sometimes even things she missed the first time around.” Creed waggled a finger at Drummond. “Tell him what he was wearing the day you met him.”

A bit embarrassed by Creed’s praise, Lorelei closed her eyes and pictured Drummond walking into The Golden Galley. “You wore a winter vest and your tweed cap.”

Drummond blew a raspberry, spraying soup on his lap. “That much is easy.”

Lorelei continued, “You wore scuffed black leather shoes patched on the left heel and gray trousers with a wine stain, dry but somewhat fresh. And your eyes were bloodshot, likely from the cheap red wine.”

“Hey!” Drummond said. “No need to get personal.”

“Sorry. Your vest had four buttons, three of elk horn, one an imperial coin, a tin wolf. Your belt—”

“All right, all right!” Drummond glanced sidelong at Yzolde, then seemed terribly interested in his bowl of stew. “You have a point, big man?”

“I do, in fact. Gifts like the ones Lorelei has extract a heavy toll. They pressure her mind and have since she was a child. She’s had to find ways not to let all that information overwhelm her. Like slowing things down when need be, shutting things out if it gets to be too much.” He paused. “If anyone can do what Rygmora did, it’s Lorelei.”

Lorelei was trying to think of a way to change the subject when Drummond mumbled, “I still think it’s blood…”

Kressa farted so loudly in her bed, everyone nearly jumped.

Yzolde covered a smile with her hand. Drummond barked a laugh.

Creed chuckled. “Talk about inheritance… I hope that’s something that skips you, Yzolde.”

Yzolde leaned left and raised her right leg, but nothing happened. “Gods, it would have been so perfect.”

“Don’t worry.” Drummond let out a ripsaw buzz. He winked at Yzolde. “Drummond’s got you covered.”

Lorelei nearly pointed out that he’d missed the joke, but she burst into laughter with everyone else.

*

The following morning, Lorelei and Creed put on heavy coats, scarves, and gloves, and walked along a frozen stream toward the meadow. Kressa had gone ahead to make sure the trees were ready.

“Did it feel sacrilegious?” Creed asked. “Witnessing the goddess, I mean…”

“I hadn’t really thought about it, but to be honest, it didn’t feel like something holy. She seemed… normal.”

Creed kicked a stone further up the snowy path. “Maybe she wasn’t actually Alra, then.”

“I suppose it’s possible,” Lorelei admitted.

“It’s just, it feels like we’re treading on hallowed ground, you know? I’m worried we’ll anger her by delving into her past.”

Some people thought Alra had been gone since the Ruining and had no influence on the world anymore. Then there were those like Creed, who believed Alra was still present and had a hand in all things. Most of those folk thought Faedryn manipulated the world, too, even while trapped in his prison. In their eyes, Alra and Faedryn were the faces of good and evil and constantly at war.

“I hear you,” Lorelei said, “but I don’t know what I’m supposed to do about it.”

“Me either.” He kicked the same stone across the frozen stream. “Be careful, is all I’m saying.”

She gave his bulging arm a reassuring squeeze. “I will.”

When they arrived at the meadow, Kressa was standing near the mound. Hoofbeats rose up behind them. Yzolde and Drummond, on horseback, were headed toward them.

All five of them met near the mound, and Drummond pointed to the gray clouds from his saddle. “Heavy snow on the way.” He tipped his head toward Yzolde. “Figured we’d head back to Skjalgard, pick up some supplies and post Yzolde’s letter.”

Yzolde tugged the reins of her chestnut mare until it calmed. “I want to find out if there’s any news about Rhodri, too.”

Kressa stared up at Yzolde. “How long will you be gone?”

“A few days. I want to talk to some ferrymen in Andalingr. By then, the storm should have passed.”

Yzolde and Drummond turned their horses around and rode back down the path. Kressa watched them go, then turned to Lorelei. “About the visions… Are you planning to look for Faedryn?”

“Eventually,” Lorelei said. “I’m still trying to make sure I’m in control. Why do you ask?”

Kressa paused a moment. Then she said, “Because I don’t think it’s wise.”

“We need to know what he’s up to, Kressa.”

“Maybe.” Kressa worked at something inside her mouth. “But didn’t you say you sensed him in his prison? Felt roots around your neck? You don’t whack a hornets’ nest, in my experience.”

“But that was while I was in the maze.”

“Maze or no, Faedryn’s prison is a citadel tree. It’s connected to the other citadels. He could be listening.”

“I understand your concern. Truly, I do. But how are we going to learn anything about him if we’re afraid? He’s still trapped, isn’t he?”

“You heard Yzolde. He’s trapped in body, not in mind. He’s working through the maze now. Who knows what else he’s capable of?”

“Well, what would you have me do?”

“Learn about the paragons. Leave Alra and Faedryn alone for now.”

Lorelei glanced at Creed, feeling a bit ganged-up on. “You said you were worried about Faedryn. Why should I avoid Alra?”

“I worry you might anger her, is all.”

Lorelei nearly denied her, but she was worried the old witch would foul the ritual again. “Fine,” she said, “I’ll concentrate on Yeriel, but I can’t help it if the trees show me Alra or Faedryn, too.”

Kressa seemed to calm after that. She cast her spells, and the trees bent in toward Lorelei, and the roots lifted her into the air.

“Please,” Lorelei whispered when the roots had stilled, “continue the tale from before. Show me what happened to Alra and Yeriel.” She’d promised Creed she would avoid Alra, but how could she? This was too important to pussyfoot around. Still, her guilty conscience prevented her from reaching the right state of mind for a time. Finally, she set her emotions aside, breathed deeply, and the forest around her faded.

She saw Doran standing by Alra’s bedside. “Lady Alra,” he said, “Yeriel has arrived.”

“Send her in, Doran. Quickly.”

Three shepherds in white robes began to cut away Alra’s gambeson.

“Leave me,” she told them.

A shepherd with an eight-pointed star placed a compress against Alra’s wound. “My lady—”

“Now!”

The men exchanged looks, bowed to Alra, and left the room. Doran stepped into the chapel with Yeriel, her hair still writhing like snakes.

“Lady Yeriel.” Doran bowed, left the chapel, and closed the door behind him.

Yeriel approached Alra. “I convinced Faedryn to continue. He’ll join us in the attack.”

Alra grimaced and pressed her hand against the compress. “You’re certain?”

“As much as I can be.” Yeriel shrugged. “You know how he is.”

“And Strages? Will he play along?”

“He will.”

“As simple as that?”

“No, not simple. Faedryn tortured him. No man would want to risk that again. But I made it clear it’s a risk he takes whether he helps us or not.”

“This is too important to leave to chance.”

“You’re in no position to question my methods or my judgment,” Yeriel snapped. “Strages will join us. I’ll make sure of it.”

Someone outside the chapel shouted something. It sounded like a command.

Alra glanced nervously toward the stained glass windows. “Very well. Now, hurry. The elixir is ready. It’s in the drawer.”

Yeriel went to the table, opened the drawer, and took out what looked like a perfume bottle containing a softly glowing liquid that shifted in color like mother of pearl. “I pour it over the stone? Nothing more?”

“Nothing more,” Alra said. “Go, if there’s nothing else.”

Yeriel stuffed the bottle into her belt pouch. “Assure me you’ll do as you promised.”

Alra chuckled, then curled toward her wound. “And if I’ve betrayed you? What will you do then, haunt my soul?”

“Alra—”

Alra raised a bloody hand and coughed. “Fear not. Everything has been arranged. You will be freed. Then you can see to your precious Strages. But I warn you, awakening him would be the height of foolishness. Enwe’s curse cannot be lifted. You’ll be at each other’s throats before you know it, and it will only make you hunger for my soul. For Faedryn’s.”

Yeriel spun around and strode toward the exit, but Alra called to her.

“Take my advice,” the goddess said. “Live your life alone and in peace. Experience joy and love for as long as you can. The great game will be rekindled soon enough.”

Yeriel stared at Alra a moment; then she turned and left.

Alra called for her shepherds, and they returned with Commander Doran. The shepherds finished cutting and pulling away the blood-stained gambeson. Alra had a deep gash below her ribs, and her left arm, shoulder, and a good portion of her upper chest were black for the most part and purple at the edges, a plague of some sort, or maybe a poison. A shepherd stitched the wound, then closed his eyes, laid his hand over the stitches, and chanted. His eyes glowed white, his hand flame orange.

Alra laid her head back. Her chest rose and fell comfortably.

The shepherds left the room.

“We’re nearly there, Doran,” Alra said. “The bait has been set.”

Doran pulled up a chair and sat beside her. “I’m all the more worried over it.” He took her hand in his and stroked her knuckles tenderly. “I don’t trust Yeriel, and I don’t trust Strages.”

Alra cupped his cheek with her other hand. “Trust in my opponents’ hunger, then. It will drive them.”

“They’re not mindless. Their hunger will mean little if they sense your trap.”

“They won’t. They’re too eager to be rid of me. Yeriel has the elixir. She’ll apply it to Faedryn’s stone. They will be trapped. The important part is what comes after.”

“I’m ready for it, my lady.”

“Good. Because I’m counting on you.”

“I know. I won’t fail you.”

Alra wiped Doran’s tears. “Fear not, my love. I’ll rise again.”

“I believe you, but it will be long after I’m gone.”

“You knew it would be so.” Alra squeezed his hand. “You knew it from the start.”

“I did, but it’s come too soon, my love. Much too soon.”

A great boom sounded outside. Men shouting filtered through the windows.

Doran kissed Alra’s kips. “I must go.”

Alra nodded and squeezed his hand again. Doran rushed from the chapel. Lorelei tried to focus on him, follow him, sense him, but she suddenly she felt as if a noose were tightening around her throat. A man with black star-filled eyes appeared in a tangle of roots. He looked all around, then stared directly at Lorelei.

Lorelei found herself in the bramble again. Her cheeks were numb. Her fingers and toes prickled from the cold. Snow fell in large flakes. Her head moved through no will of her own. She tried to stop it to no avail. When she was forced to stare down, she saw Kressa standing there with her hand raised. “Kressa!”

Kressa stared up wide-eyed. She waved her staff overhead, and the roots went limp, faster than ever before.

Lorelei plummeted downward and struck the ground head first.
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THIRTY-ONE: RHIANNON

A week after the failed attempt to steal Strages from the Red Knives, Rhiannon sat at a round table in the Seven’s mess hall and fanned her cards in front of her. She and Dervish were playing tines against Maladox and Sable.

Maladox finished dealing a new hand, set down the deck of cards, and blew into his hands. “Don’t know how you can sit there like that,” he said to Dervish. The mess hall was chilly and a bit drafty, but while everyone else was wearing layers, Dervish looked comfortable in her thin silk shirt and light hose.

“Dervish is a flame wielder.” Sable picked up her hand of seven cards and fanned it. “She’s always hot. And besides” – she reordered a few cards – “a hot body comes with fringe benefits.”

Rhiannon couldn’t tell if Sable had said it just to get a rise out of Maladox, but when Maladox picked his cards up and seemed more focused on them than ever, and Rhiannon caught a smile tugging at the corners of Sable’s lips, she was pretty sure she had her answer.

“Anyway,” Dervish said with a chiding glance toward Sable, “as I was saying, I was twenty-three when my parents decided to head back to Hraal’daru, but I wanted to stay here.”

Maladox glowered at his cards. “So you could have been a glassblower like your father, or a basilisk tamer like your mother, but you chose to stay here” – he slapped down a card, rattling the table – “where it’s either cold as ivory breath or humid as a stew pot?”

Dervish tossed a low card on top of Maladox’s to protect what Rhiannon hoped were her power cards. “Is it so hard to believe?” Dervish’s eastern accent grew thicker, as it did when she became animated. “I’d been here for years by then. This was my home.”

“Not so hard to believe, I suppose,” Maladox said. “I just hear it’s like paradise there. Beautiful weather. Green islands. Stunning seas.”

“Yeah. Try visiting during monsoon season.” Dervish watched Sable and Rhiannon lay down their cards. Maladox swept up the trick. Then she continued, “And who cares about the weather? We’re doing important work here.”

“Must be important work that needs doing there, too. And I doubt you’ll get swamp rot or frostbite while doing it.”

“Swamp rot I can’t help you with.” Maladox threw a new card, and Dervish topped it. “But frostbite’s easy to avoid. As Sable so eloquently hinted, my bed is big enough for two.”

Maladox seemed suddenly very intent on the mug beside him. He picked it up and glugged syris loudly, but neither the mug nor his black beard could hide the rose blossoms coloring his cheeks.

As Dervish hid a smile of her own, Rhiannon asked, “But how did you come to Gonsalond in the first place?”

“My parents moved to Gorminion when I was eleven. When I was seventeen, we went on a pilgrimage to visit the shrines, but our caravan was waylaid.”

“By the Knives?” Rhiannon asked. Maladox set down his mug and gave her a sidelong glare.

“No. By some highwaymen on the Salt Road. We could have just given them our valuables, but the caravan master was too proud. He pulled a sword on the leader. My parents and I ran into the woods. We were chased. I suspect they would have taken us back to Gorminion and sold us as slaves, but the Seven rescued us.”

Maladox pursed his lips and thumbed through his hand. “They knew about the raid?”

“Not as such. Word of the highwaymen had reached Gonsalond. Yeriel wanted them stopped.”

All the talk about Dervish’s family reminded Rhiannon of the conversation she’d had with Erin, Yeriel’s granddaughter. “How many children does Yeriel have?”

“I’m not certain,” Dervish said with a shrug. “Lots.”

“Do you mean in total,” Sable asked, “or still alive?”

Rhiannon hadn’t even considered that. Yeriel was centuries old. “Still alive…”

Sable shrugged. “A dozen maybe.”

“You’re not sure?”

“Well, I’m no census taker.” Sable took the penultimate trick, evening the score, and threw down her last card with a flourish. “And some of them live outside Gonsalond.”

“A dozen seems about right,” Dervish said. “Chirrup’s one of them, you know.”

Chirrup had never mentioned it, but then again, she’d always been aloof. Rhiannon threw down a useless fallow fields card. She’d played too many power cards early. Maladox grinned as he slammed down the mountain, but his smile collapsed when Dervish played the only card that could beat it, the solar flare.

“You’re cheating.” He waggled his finger at Dervish and Rhiannon. “The both of you.”

Dervish made no effort to hide her toothy smile as she gathered the cards and began shuffling. “You concede the match, then?”

“Oooh, no,” Maladox told her. “We’re starting our comeback right now. Isn’t that right, Sable?”

Before Sable could reply, Cordney and Moth entered the hall.

Cordney had a mug in one hand and a bowl of stew with a hunk of buttered bread in the other. “Found where they’re going.” She sat at an empty table and began devouring her food as if she hadn’t eaten in days.

Moth had a mug and bowl, too, but the mug was practically overflowing with a thick, foul-smelling green liquid and the bowl was filled with mirrorwings, moths with nearly transparent wings that she cultivated in the underroot. “They’re going to bloody Kallodhon’s Keep. Can you believe it?”

Sable said it wouldn’t be long before the empire tried to oust the Knives from the fort they’d taken. Cordney and Moth had left three days ago to see if Llorn thought so, too, and if so, where he planned to hide the bulk of his forces. Kallodhon’s Keep was a fortress on the edge of a marsh, but Rhiannon knew little about it beyond that.

“Why is it surprising?” Rhiannon asked. “Because it’s haunted?”

Moth picked up a mirrorwing with her chopsticks. “Didn’t they teach you anything in that little abbey of yours? Kallodhon’s haunted for a reason.” She popped the glittering insect in her mouth and chewed.

Rhiannon looked to Cordney for her opinion, but she was staring fixedly at the table and shoveling more stew in her mouth.

Sable stepped into the silence. “Before the Ruining, Kallodhon was a small but thriving city. Strages took it and held it for many years.”

“When I first met Yeriel,” Rhiannon said, “she showed me a vision in the mere. Strages was leading an army of the dead toward a walled city. The people looked… scared. Was that Kallodhon?”

Sable nodded. “Sounds like it.”

Moth gulped her green concoction noisily, licked her lips, and laughed. “Strages will probably think they’re planning to make him king again.”

Maladox watched as Dervish began dealing, then grimaced as Moth popped two more mirrorwings into her mouth. “I’ve eaten a lot of disgusting things,” he said, “but that tops them all.”

Moth grinned, a wing sticking out of her mouth. “Better than the finest roast, you beautiful, black-haired auroch. You should try it sometime.”

Maladox glanced, red-faced, at Dervish, picked up his mug again, and downed the rest.

“So, when are you leaving?” Rhiannon asked.

“Tomorrow morning,” said Chirrup, entering the mess hall from the kitchen with a platter of cheese and apple slices. She sat by Moth and Cordney, pulled her chestnut hair out of her eyes, adjusted her plate until it was just so, and stared at Rhiannon. “Which means you and I have work to do.”

“What work?” Maladox asked.

“She’ll be coming with us,” Chirrup replied, “but Nyphaea can be tetchy, as we all know. The two of them need to get to know each other.”

“Don’t bother.” Maladox sat up straight, picked up his new hand, and puffed out his chest. “Ircundus and I can take her.”

“No,” Sable said. “She’s riding Nyphaea. The two of them need to bond.”

“But Ircundus—”

“Ircundus isn’t going, Maladox,” Sable said, “and neither are you.”

Maladox stared at the women like he’d been struck. “She needs my protection.”

“She’ll have us,” Sable countered. “And whether any of us like it or not, Ircundus might be seen.”

“Go at night, then. I promise you, Ircundus won’t be seen.”

“Can’t,” Cordney said around a mouthful. She paused to take two loud gulps from her mug. “They’re sure to move at night, and we need to be in the keep before they get there. That means leaving in the morning and setting a trap by cantfall.”

“I see…” Maladox set the cards down slowly. “Best I leave you to it, then.”

“Maladox,” Rhiannon said.

Maladox stood and lumbered toward the exit. “It’s all right, girl.”

“Maladox, please.”

He stopped and faced her. “Rhiannon, it’s all right. I knew this day would come.” He smiled, but it looked forced.

Maladox left, and the women started talking about the fortress and the marsh and how they might use it to their advantage. Rhiannon felt bad for Maladox. He’d felt like an outsider from the start and this was only going to make it worse. She wondered if he’d be gone when she returned, and that made her feel awful. She didn’t know what she’d do without him.

“Come,” Chirrup said to Rhiannon, “Nyphaea awaits.”

They threw on their gloves and winter coats, left the barracks, and headed toward the eyrie. The closer they came to it, the more uncomfortable Rhiannon felt. She cleared her throat and said, “Why did Sable say bond?”

“What?” Chirrup asked as they climbed a winding stairway.

“In the mess hall, Sable said I need to bond with Nyphaea.”

“Ah.” The wind tugged at Chirrup’s short chestnut hair. “I forgot how particular you abbey types are. We have to know Nyphaea will listen to you, so look at it more like a formal introduction. We’ll see if she will play nice.”

“And if she won’t?”

“We’ll worry about it then.”

Chirrup led Rhiannon to the center of the staging deck, stared up at the nests, and whistled a melodic trill, like a woodlark in mating season. Chirrup seemed able to speak to dragons individually through her calls.

Nyphaea released a chest-rattling harroon and flew down to the deck. She landed with a resounding boom Rhiannon felt through the soles of her boots and waddled over to Chirrup. Chirrup rubbed her snout vigorously.

“Come closer,” Chirrup said to Rhiannon.

Rhiannon took two wary steps toward the ivory. Nyphaea reared her head, snapped her frills, and hissed. Then the ivory swept her wings, reared onto her hind legs, and flashed her green eyes at Rhiannon. A thin white mist issued from her nostrils and the air grew bitterly cold.

Chirrup stomped her foot, waved her arms over her head, and shouted, “Hirrah!”

Nyphaea stopped blowing the mist and lowered herself to the deck.

“All she needs is a ride,” Chirrup said. “Can you do that for me? For Hellebore?”

Nyphaea gurgled so low it tickled Rhiannon’s ears. The dragon twitched her tail, but then she stilled and settled into a loud, draconic purr.

Chirrup beckoned Rhiannon closer. “Come.” She stroked Nyphaea’s broad forehead. “She’s ready to meet you.” Rhiannon wasn’t so sure but took a step forward anyway. “Stroke her scales here.” Chirrup touched Nyphaea’s lucerta, which was gray but had a brilliant, multicolored sheen.

Rhiannon reached up, scared to put her hand anywhere near Nyphaea’s gargantuan maw, then froze when someone yelled, “Stop right there!”

Snow on the Mountain approached them from the winding stairway. “Get away from her.”

Chirrup met Snow halfway. “Slow down, Snow.”

Snow, much taller than Chirrup, stabbed a finger at Rhiannon. “Get her away from Nyphaea.”

“We’re going after the Knives—”

“I know godsdamned well where we’re going. She doesn’t need to ride Nyphaea to get there.”

“Sable disagrees.”

“Sable can go fuck herself.” Snow glared at Rhiannon. “I told you to step away.”

When Rhiannon didn’t move, Snow shoved past Chirrup, but Chirrup grabbed her coat sleeve and yanked her back. Snow jerked her arm away, and Chirrup snatched the same sleeve with her opposite hand.

Snow screamed, grabbed two fistfuls of Chirrup’s coat, and drove her backward. Chirrup dropped to the deck and hauled Snow down with her. They wrestled a moment, but Chirrup snaked onto Snow’s back and pinned her in an armlock. Snow’s hat fell off, and her blonde hair spilled out. Chirrup shoved her face against the cold deck.

Nyphaea harrooned and rattled her barbs. Chirrup leaned down next to Snow’s ear. “Your commander gave you an order,” she said, “and you’re going to follow it.”

Snow sighed and closed her eyes, and Rhiannon thought the fight was over, but then she spun and elbowed Chirrup in the side of the head, scrambled on top of her, wrestled Chirrup to the deck, and raised her fist.

“Snow on the Mountain!”

Snow froze.

Standing at the far end of the deck, with the aid of two crutches, was Hellebore, her red hair falling messily over her shoulders. She shuffled forward. Snow and Chirrup stood and dusted themselves off.

“Leave us,” Hellebore said to Chirrup between labored breaths. Chirrup glared at Snow, touched a red mark on her own cheek, and walked away. Hellebore approached Snow and said, “I know how you feel.”

“No, you don’t.”

“The girl doesn’t deserve your anger.”

“She’s an outsider,” Snow spat.

“So was Dervish. So was Moth.”

“She’s Morraine’s bloody daughter. She doesn’t belong here.”

“Your commander disagrees. As does Yeriel. As do I.” Hellebore shifted one crutch to her opposite hand and cupped Snow’s cheek with her free hand. “Kaarina. My love. I need you to listen to me. We need help. As much of it as we can get.”

Hellebore, Snow on the Mountain, Chirrup, and Moth were all names chosen by the one who’d sponsored their entry into the Seven. Rhiannon knew Hellebore had chosen Snow’s – apparently for how sweet and innocent Snow had once been, though Rhiannon had a hard time believing it. Rhiannon had never learned Snow’s real name and felt odd hearing it in a such a personal conversation.

Snow snapped her head toward Rhiannon and glared at her. “Mark my words, no good will come from allowing her into Gonsalond.” Then she stomped away, leaving Rhiannon alone with Hellebore.

Hellebore gripped her crutches and hobbled over to Nyphaea as if nothing had happened. “Forgive Snow.” She ran a hand along Nyphaea’s jaw. “She’s always been protective.”

“She’s wrong, you know,” Rhiannon said. “I’ll kill my mother if I have to… maybe even if I don’t have to.” Draugrs were kept alive by the thinnest of threads. Rhiannon merely needed to cut them and her mother would return to her second life.

Hellebore stared at Rhiannon for a long moment. “I believe you, but what about Llorn? What about Irik?”

“Irik can still listen to reason. I hope my uncle can, too.”

Hellebore shrugged. “Perhaps you’re right. As for your mother, you’ll have a chance to prove yourself soon enough. Here.” She removed her malachite dowsing bracelet, the one she’d given Rhiannon in the forest, and held it out to her. “Take this.”

“You’re sure?”

“I gave it to you. Snow had no right to take it away.” Rhiannon took it and slipped it over her wrist, and Hellebore dug inside her belt pouch. She pulled out a pewter gray dragon scale and held it out to Rhiannon. “Take this as well.”

Rhiannon took it. It was a lucerta, likely taken from Nyphaea. “I don’t know how to use it.”

“Yes, you do,” Hellebore said. “It’s not so different from using an onyx’s. It’s like twirling a cloak and draping yourself.”

Rhiannon didn’t say that using an onyx lucerta was nothing like that. She fixed the image in her mind, trusting that Hellebore’s method would see her through.

Hellebore scratched Nyphaea’s wattle. “Now come closer and meet Nyphaea properly.”

Rhiannon stepped up and rubbed the ivory’s forehead as Chirrup had bade her. The feeling bordered on giddiness, but she was also worried. “What did you mean when you said I’d soon have my chance?”

“The Seven are going to Kallodhon’s Keep to get Strages, but Yeriel considers Morraine a threat that can no longer be ignored. That’s where you come in.”
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THIRTY-TWO: RHIANNON

Rhiannon rode Nyphaea at the rear of the seven ivory dragons over an expanse of flat, barren land toward Kallodhon’s Keep. The citadel trees were sparse in this part of the Holt. Lux was low along the horizon, casting a hazy orange on an empty sky, with cantfall less than an hour away.

Sable, Cordney, and Dervish were in the lead. Moth and Snow came next, flying close to Rhiannon, but thankfully neither of them were paying much attention to her. Snow, in particular, hadn’t so much as glanced at Rhiannon since they’d left Gonsalond.

Chirrup trailed close behind Rhiannon. Despite Hellebore’s instructions, Nyphaea was unruly, bucking and shaking her neck to rattle her barbs, but each time she did, Chirrup trilled and sang until she calmed down.

Rhiannon leaned forward and rubbed Nyphaea’s neck. “It’s all right, girl.”

Nyphaea harrooned and dipped so suddenly and violently Rhiannon was nearly thrown from the saddle.

Moth glared back, her nose rings glinting in the setting sun. “Keep her quiet, Chirrup! We’re almost there!”

Chirrup sang another lovely melody, and Nyphaea quieted. When Nyphaea seemed content, Chirrup told Rhiannon, “Stop trying to make friends. She’s not ready. Just ride.”

Rhiannon nearly apologized, but she didn’t want the sound of her voice to upset the surly ivory, so she nodded.

“Hide!” Sable called from the front.

The ivory dragons’ white became the orange of the sky, all but invisible, their riders too.

The bright sun set, and cant arrived with muted greens and blues. The sky dimmed, and the trees and marsh grass glowed with wisps. Nox was just poking above the horizon when Rhiannon spotted a stone fortress on a bluff. They landed at the base of the hill, and the ivories turned normal white to conserve their arcane power.

Sable and Moth dismounted while Rhiannon opened one of Nyphaea’s saddlebags and took out a brass basin and a water jug. She followed the others down and set the basin on the ground, knelt and poured water into it.

“Sgàthan cian,” she said quietly, “sgàthan cian…”

Like a fisherman with a lure, she cast her mind’s eye toward the heights of the bluff. The fortress was violet in Nox’s dim light, monstrous and ugly. It also looked empty. She soared over the ramparts, whizzed through the yawning interior, the barracks, and the watchtower. All were empty. “They’re not there yet.”

Cordney, still in her saddle, said, “Check the road. They should be getting close.”

Rhiannon swept her view through the open gate and along the mostly flat plain beyond. “There’s nothing… No, wait…” She sped over the snow-choked landscape toward the forest’s edge. A line of horses and wagons were trundling up the road with a small host of umbrals behind them. “They’ll be there in an hour or so.”

“All right,” Sable said, “you all know your assignments.”

Cordney nodded, and she, Dervish, Chirrup, and Snow all disappeared on their dragons. Rhiannon heard the whoomp, whoomp of their ivories launching into the air. Sable headed toward a cluster of rocks to the left of the hill. Moth followed with Rhiannon behind her.

Hidden among the rocks was the low mouth of a tunnel. Cordney said it would lead to the fortress’s dungeon, where the Red Knives would likely bring Strages. Rhiannon believed her, but she wished there was another way to get inside. She didn’t like skulking underground. Sable didn’t seem to care, though, and Moth seemed perfectly content, so Rhiannon didn’t complain.

Sable led them through the tunnel. Rhiannon next, Moth humming softly behind her. Like the marshlands, the tunnel was choked with wisps floating in the air like dandelion seeds, casting blue light on the tunnel’s stone walls, jutting rock formations, and occasional puddles of water. Water was dripping up ahead. Moth giggled and hummed in time with it.

“Be quiet,” Rhiannon whispered. “They’re going to hear us.”

Moth paused. “The way ahead, dear child, is as empty as your skull.”

“Don’t worry about Moth,” Sable snapped. “Worry about your mother.”

Rhiannon was already plenty worried about her, but she just nodded.

The tunnel narrowed, and the walls became flat and smooth.

“Go on, my little pixie,” Moth said, “take your precious powder.”

Rhiannon had already taken her auris. She opened her locket, took a pinch of umbris, and sniffed it. It burned her throat. She separated the aura and umbra within her, held them like reservoirs to call upon when needed. It took constant attention, lest they burn each other out, but she was used to it.

Moth snorted. “I told you. Mix them.” She always seemed to know what Rhiannon was doing.

“I can’t,” Rhiannon said. “I’m not like you.”

“Think of life. Aura and umbra, spirit and form make one being.”

Sable glanced back. “Class is over. We’re almost there.”

Moth stepped closer to Rhiannon and whispered, “Just don’t let it drip, drip, drip from you. See if you can do that much.”

The aura and umbra would leak naturally over the next few hours. Until a few months ago, Rhiannon thought there was nothing to do about it, but Moth had told her she could keep it for days, even weeks at a time if she knew how.

“It’s like bearing down to keep yourself from pissing, but for the soul.”

Rhiannon still wasn’t sure what that meant, but she tried to keep the power from draining just the same.

Sable led them to a square room with dusty, broken wooden shelves of moldy bottles along two walls. A handful of wisps drifted among the bottles.

Sable took a lucerta the color of tarnished silver from her pocket. “There’s a torture chamber a hundred paces down. I’m guessing that’s where they’ll take Strages. Moth and I will head there and find out. You stay here and don’t move until we get back.”

Rhiannon nodded.

Sable put the lucerta on her tongue. She shimmered and became translucent, just a bare outline and a faint shimmering in the air. The scrape of her footfalls passed through the door and faded away.

Rhiannon felt a wet kiss on her cheek.

“Maybe your beloved will come while we’re gone,” Moth said, giggling. “Smooch him for me, won’t you?”

Moth trailed after Sable, leaving Rhiannon alone in the mildewy storeroom. She wiped away the moistness of Moth’s kiss and paced the grimy stone floor, worried again about confronting her mother, but she consoled herself with the knowledge that she wouldn’t face her alone. She’d have one of the best swordswomen in the Holt with her and a witch who, though creepy at times, was incredibly powerful.

Rhiannon tried to be patient as time passed, but she was starting to wonder if something had gone wrong. Then she heard voices down the corridor – one deep, the other dry and thin. She took the lucerta Hellebore had given her from her pouch and put it on her tongue and did as Hellebore said: she imagined the lucerta’s power as a cloak and draped it around herself. She felt instantly colder, and there was a sound like wind over grass, but beyond that she sensed little. She waved her hand before her eyes and saw only the slightest wavering of the wall before her.

Reminding herself the effect would take constant effort, she pulled the lucerta’s cloak tight and crept, slowly and silently, from the storeroom and down the hall. She reached an arch and crouched to one side of it. Beyond was a circular chamber with wisps drifting everywhere, illuminating iron cages along the curving walls. She entered the chamber. Rusty chains hung from winches on the ceiling. Below the chains were depressions in the stone floor, likely to collect blood or whatever else fell from the victims. Two archways on her right led to darkened hallways. On her left, a set of stone stairs hugged the curving wall up to a landing with an ironbound door.

The door opened and Llorn and Morraine appeared. They headed down the stairs. Behind them, four men carried Strages, still in a druin’s habit. He appeared to be unconscious. They carried Strages down to a cage and laid him down in it, chained the door and handed the key to Morraine, then rushed back up the stairs.

Llorn followed the men but stopped halfway to the landing. “Subdue him. Quickly this time. We’re all exhausted.”

Morraine sneered at him. “Oh, really? I had no idea. You’ve only told me a thousand times.”

Llorn seemed unbothered by her mockery. “Keep him quiet for a day, maybe two, then the shard is ours.”

“Yes, well, I don’t much trust Kalden Lyndenfell, like you seem to.”

“I trust that he’s a political animal, like his father. He wants an empowered enemy, someone he can use to sow fear among the patricians to win him his coveted throne.”

“I suppose,” Morraine said, “but it’s hard to believe he’ll give you the bloody shard.”

“He’ll give it to me. Just keep him quiet. By any means necessary.” He left and slammed the door.

Morraine stared up at the ironbound door, then unlocked the chains on Strages’ cage, opened its door, and knelt within it. She began to sway and chant. Rhiannon thought surely her mother would cast a spell to put the paragon to sleep, but she seemed to talk to him in her ancient, arcane language.

Strages stirred in the cage. Rhiannon meant what she’d said to Yeriel and the Seven – she had every intention of killing her mother and sending her back to the grave – but she was entranced by the conversation Morraine was having.

Morraine stopped chanting and snapped her fingers. “Attend me.”

Strages slid backward and pushed himself up against the stone wall. “I know this place,” he said, like the earth itself was speaking.

“We’re in Kallodhon. You ruled here for a time.”

Rhiannon felt small in their presence, like she was standing before children of Kloehe the Weaver herself.

“I’ve been keeping you quiet,” Morraine continued, “you know this.”

“I do,” Strages said, “and you will pay for it.”

Morraine stifled a laugh with her hand. “One day, perhaps. In the meantime, I’m curious about something. An age has passed since you lived. Countless stories have been told of the Ruining, but few, I suspect, are accurate. Fewer still tell us anything about the time before the Ruining. But your dreams have shown me glimpses of it.”

Strages stiffened at that.

Morraine leaned to one side and propped herself up on her arm, an intimate, familiar sort of posture, like friends catching up across a campfire. “I saw you with Yeriel. You lured a man named Daedemar into a temple. Yeriel fed on him and changed.”

“I ruled here for nigh on a century. My army may have been vanquished but they wait in the marshlands still. Shall I call upon them? Lay you and your Red Knives to waste?”

“Try and I’ll stop you,” Morraine said.

“Or you could join me. Help me begin a new reign. You’ll be richly rewarded, I promise you.”

“I’m dead, in case you haven’t noticed. Little in the world entices me.”

“Then what—”

“I want to learn more of the great game. I want to know what Enwe promised you.”

Strages laughed soundlessly, chest shaking. “You want to play the game yourself.”

“What if I do?”

“You become my enemy. You know this.”

“I do. But tell me and I’ll free you, and you and I can dance with Cinder and Ember. We’ll dance with Izrahim and Rai’al. One day, we’ll dance with Faedryn himself.”

“What about Yeriel?”

Morraine shrugged. “Her, too.” Morraine leaned her back against the pitted iron bars. “Tell me what I wish to know, and you’re free to walk the earth. That seems a fair enough bargain to me.”

Rhiannon was spellbound. She didn’t know who Enwe was, nor what the great game was, but she knew she and the Seven must stop them from bringing back the paragons. She stood and walked toward them, focusing the aura within her, but a horn blared somewhere in the fortress above her and she stopped. It could only mean one thing. The Seven had been spotted.

Strages appeared to be looking straight at her from the black pits of his eyes.

Morraine turned. “What is it?”

“There’s a girl,” Strages said, “in an ivory’s invisibility spell.”

Morraine’s eyes went wide. She stood and stepped out of the cage. “Rhiannon?”

Rhiannon didn’t want to let the spell of invisibility go, but Strages had already seen through it, and she couldn’t stop thinking about what he was going to do to her. She stopped trying and appeared in a blink. As quick as she could, she focused her aura and with a wave of her arm flung a sickle of golden light at her mother. It passed through her and dimmed.

Morraine staggered back. She grunted and clutched her chest.

Rhiannon sent another blade of golden light at her.

Morraine howled and fell to her knees. “Llorn, they’re here!”

From the hallway to Rhiannon’s right came the pitter-patter of footfalls. Sable and Moth appeared. Sable was limping. She had blood on her right leg and a gash along her ribs. She staggered into the torture chamber.

Moth tsk-tsked. “You’ve started the party without us.” She skipped toward Strages’ cage and waved at Morraine. “Well, do go on! Don’t let us stop you.”

Sable snarled at Rhiannon and barked, “Get bloody on with it!”

Moth uttered an incantation, and Strages went limp. Rhiannon, a bit weak in the knees from releasing so much power so quickly, gathered still more and sent another golden blade at her mother.

Morraine groaned. “Rhiannon, please.” She struggled to her feet. “You heard what we were talking about. I can protect you.”

Moth and Sable carried Strages from the cage.

“You still don’t get it, do you?” Rhiannon hollered at her mother. “The plan you cooked up with Llorn was always going to go wrong. It was only a question of when. And who would pay the price. It has to end. Now.”

Morraine looked like she might argue, but when Rhiannon raised her hand, her mother shouted, “Cathaidh amara!” A spray of glass shards flew from her outstretched hand.

Rhiannon bellowed, “Seguera!”

Some of the shards diminished to dust, but many tore into Rhiannon’s arms, cheeks, and forehead. Blood trickled from a dozen tiny cuts.

Morraine scrabbled up the nearby stairs. The door opened and Llorn stepped onto the landing, holding a loaded bow. His eyes widened as he spotted Moth and Sable carrying Strages. He drew the arrow back and aimed it at Moth.

Morraine shrieked. “Kill Rhiannon, you bloody fool!”

Llorn held his shot. He peered down at Rhiannon, then Morraine. Moth and Sable passed through the arch into the tunnel.

Rhiannon backed toward the tunnel, the pain of her cuts distracting her from her focus on her aura.

“She’s getting away!” Morraine stomped her feet. “Shoot her!”

Llorn released the tension on his bowstring and held the arrow.

Moth’s singsong voice echoed from the tunnel. “Better hurry or you’re going to be left behind.”

The dungeon began to rumble and shake. Dust drifted down from the ceiling. Men with swords and bows charged in behind Llorn and rushed down the stairs. Rhiannon barreled toward the archway.

“Shoot her!” Morraine shrieked.

An arrow sparked on the stone wall to the left of Rhiannon’s shoulder. Rhiannon staggered, steadied herself, and kept on running. The rumbling grew louder. Stone and earth began falling from the walls and ceiling, creating a cloud of dust lit blue by the wisps hidden in it.

Twenty paces ahead, Moth and Sable stood by Strages lying on the floor.

Moth smiled. “Well that was fun!”

“Seven hells,” Sable growled, “will you concentrate for once?” She drew her sword, grimaced, and pressed her hand to her wounded side. “Rhiannon, take my place.” Then she headed down the tunnel, sword at the ready.

Rhiannon ran ahead, plucking glass from her forehead, and took Strages’ legs. Moth took his arms, and they hurried toward the dungeon exit.
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THIRTY-THREE: RYLAN

Rylan woke to a splash of cold water on his face. He spluttered and pushed himself off a dirt floor. He was in an iron cage with Raef in what looked like a barn – empty horse stalls, a loft, bales of hay stacked high. The wood was rotted here and there. Water dripped from the leaky roof in the corner near the barn doors. The doors themselves were cracked open, and a shaft of sunlight speared onto the dirt and straw-covered floor. Motes of dust drifted on the barn’s stuffy air.

Raef’s forehead was coated in blood. His braided, red hair was matted with it. His left eye was black and swollen. The studded leather over his left arm stump was gone. His stump and the knuckles of his opposite hand were purple with bruises.

The dracora who’d cold-cocked Rylan near the river was standing outside the cage, holding a bucket. He had dirty blond hair and a pug nose. He scowled at Rylan, then bellowed over his shoulder, “He’s awake, Alarch!”

Alarchs were high-ranking officers in the empire’s dragon legions. Each commanded five talons, twenty-five dragons in all. Only volarchs, who reported directly to the quintarchs, outranked them. Rylan vaguely recalled Willow mentioning an imperial encampment near Glaeyand. He guessed that was where he was.

An alarch with a dozen medals on his uniform pushed open the creaking barn door. The snowy landscape fairly glowed in the morning sun. The officer was stiff-backed, clean-shaven with a narrow face, and had closely shorn hair. He stopped two paces from the cage and waved the dracora away.

“Your friend tells me you’re a Lyndenfell,” he said to Rylan.

Rylan nodded in a way he thought would look respectful. “Not a Lyndenfell, but I am Marstan’s son.”

The man’s pale blue eyes lit up briefly. “The bastard…”

“Call it what you will. I’m a dragon singer and well respected in Glaeyand and the capitals.”

The alarch nodded. “And what, pray tell, was Marstan Lyndenfell’s bastard doing” – he flicked a finger toward Raef – “with the Red Knives’ second in command?”

“I told you,” Raef snarled, “he wasn’t with me. I had a score to settle with him.”

The alarch put two fingers in his mouth and whistled sharply. The dracora stepped back inside the barn.

“Open the doors,” the alarch ordered.

The dracora looked confused. “Sir, they’re already—”

“The left one, soldier. Push it open.”

The dracora’s eyebrows climbed up his forehead, but he opened the other squealing door. A trampled expanse of mud and slush and a snow-covered field with a gallows came into view. Three men were hanging from the crossbeam, their bodies slowly twisting in the breeze. Even from this distance Rylan recognized them. They were the Knives who’d chased Rylan from Krannock’s burrow. Three of them, anyway. Irik wasn’t among them, though whether that meant he’d escaped or been killed, Rylan had no idea.

“Speak again, Knife,” the alarch said to Raef, “and you’ll join them.”

Raef stared at him, but held his tongue.

The alarch looked at Rylan. “What of it? Is Raef Werrish friend or enemy?”

Rylan had no idea why Raef might be trying to give him a way out, but he went with it. “Raef told you the truth. Shortly before the eruption in Ancris, I defied him – Llorn as well. They both want to kill me.”

“Yet my men reported your two dragons flying side by side. No altercation. No settling of scores.”

“We were fighting until we heard the signal horns. That changed things a bit, as you can imagine.”

The alarch paced. “You were ordered to land, yet you fled together instead.”

“No one ordered us to land.”

“Are you calling my men liars?”

“I’m not calling them anything. I’m saying I didn’t hear an order for us to land.”

The alarch stopped pacing, reached into his belt purse, and pulled out Strages’ shard. “What’s this?”

Rylan did his best to hide his alarm. “Looks like a hunk of obsidian.”

“Why was it in your shirt?”

“It’s from the Scarring. I paid a lot of money for it.” Rylan tilted his head toward Raef. “I didn’t want him to find it.”

Outside, a horn blew the ally-inbound signal. A dragon pealed somewhere out of sight then made a cluck-cluck-clucking sound. Rylan recognized it. It was Magnor, Rylan’s half-brother Andros’s silver. The alarch walked outside and stood there. The alarch must have summoned Andros to corroborate Raef’s story and identify Rylan. Rylan shook his head, managing to throw off the lingering woolliness of unconsciousness.

Hollis had once asked Rylan what it would take for him and Andros to get over their differences. Rylan had told him there was nothing, but damned if Andros hadn’t proved him wrong. Andros would soon clear things up, and the alarch would let Rylan go. Raef was another story. He was a Red Knife, a top man, caught in the empire’s clutches.

Mud squelched outside, and Andros appeared in the doorway. He wore black leather armor with brightsteel plates over the chest under his green winter cloak. He was tall, broad- shouldered, and had the rugged good looks of a Lyndenfell man. The alarch met him, and the two launched into a hushed conversation.

The alarch pointed to the cage. Andros peered into the barn and said something too quietly for Rylan to hear. The alarch shrugged and handed the shard to Andros. Rylan breathed a quiet sigh of relief. Had the alarch had any idea of the shard’s true nature, he would likely have personally delivered it to his quintarch, Marle Erenhardt.

Andros held the shard up to the sunlight and examined it. Then he glared at Rylan for a long moment. He whispered something to the alarch, then they came into the barn. The pug-nosed dracora joined them, drawing his gladius and gripping it as if he expected Raef and Rylan to suddenly escape.

Rylan stood, still a bit woozy. “Andros…”

The dracora approached Rylan’s side of the cage and stuck his sword between the bars. “Keep your mouth shut.”

Andros watched the exchange dispassionately; then pointed at Raef. “Him I recognize from the wanted posters.”

“And the other?” the alarch asked.

Andros stared at Rylan again, then shook his head. “Looks like any other Knife to me.”

“Andros!” Rylan cried out. “Tell them who I am!”

Andros shook his head. “I don’t know what game you’re playing, nor why you thought pretending to be my brother would save you, but I’ve never seen you before in my life.”

Rylan could hardly believe his ears. “Andros, I know we’ve had our differences…”

“Oy!” The dracora poked Rylan’s chest with the tip of his gladius. “What did I just say?”

Rylan stared hard at Andros, willing him to change his mind, but Andros just stared back.

“You’re sure you don’t know him?” the alarch asked.

“Of course I am! I saw Rylan just this morning, in Glaeyand. Dispose of this fool.” He waggled the shard in the air. “I want to give this to my brother. What will it cost me?”

Suddenly, everything made sense. Andros knew what the shard was.

The alarch frowned. “Send a few cases of syris my way and it’s yours.”

Andros shrugged and stuck out a hand. “Done.”

The alarch extended his hand, too, but stopped short of clasping Andros’s. “The good stuff, mind. Aged in whiskey barrels.”

“Yes, yes, the finest I can get.” They shook hands, and Andros said, “I’d like to speak to this impostor alone. My brother might be in danger.”

The alarch nodded and ordered the dracora to take Raef away, which he did. The alarch followed them out. The barn doors screeched closed, and Rylan and Andros were alone.

“Look, Andros,” Rylan said, “I’m begging you, don’t leave.”

“What was the price?” Andros asked.

“For what?”

“The bloody shard, you idiot. What did the Knives offer you?”

“They didn’t offer me anything. Raef was trying to take it from me.”

“You can’t expect me to believe that.”

“It’s true! They’ve been hounding me for—”

He held the shard in front of Rylan’s face. “Then why did you hide it for so long?”

“Because I didn’t know what to do with it.”

“Gods damn you, Rylan. First, you watched Father die after he tried to make a deal with them. Then you hide the very thing they were after.” Rylan had never seen him look so angry. “And now you’re telling me you didn’t know what to do with it?”

“You’re right. I should’ve done something sooner. I just didn’t want it to fall into Llorn’s hands.”

“You should’ve brought it to me. You should’ve brought it to Kalden. Even Willow, if you felt the need.”

“I did bring it to Willow.”

“Stop lying!”

“Ask her!” He felt like he was betraying her by admitting it, but what choice did he have? “I made a mistake, Andros, all right? Give me a chance to fix it.”

“You’ve been a plague on our house from the start.”

“Andros, please.”

Andros turned and walked away. He swung the doors open. The alarch was waiting for him.

“Do whatever you want with him,” Andros spat.

Andros had always been cruel, but Rylan hadn’t expected this. “Alarch!” he shouted. “Quintarch Marle knows me! He’ll vouch for me!”

The alarch sneered. “And I stood before Alra and she kissed me on the lips.”

He marched away, and Rylan was left watching the three dead men sway in the wind.
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THIRTY-FOUR: RYLAN

The dracora shoved Raef back inside the cage, locked it, and moved a stool to a wooden support beam. He sat and leaned against the beam, folded his arms over his belly, and stared at the wall. On the beam, hanging from a nail, were two belts. Rylan recognized his. His cutlass was gone, but his knife was still in its sheath. The other belt was likely Raef’s.

Raef, a fresh cut on his lips, spoke to Rylan in a near whisper. “Happy now? Your brother’s going to hand the shard to pig-fucking Kalden. Mark my words, he’ll drop it in a quintarch’s lap within the week.”

The dracora, eyes closed, said, “One more word from either of you and I poke you both with a spear.”

Raef leaned against the bars and said nothing.

“Should’ve listened to me mam and stayed home,” the dracora went on. He turned his head, spat on the nearby straw, and settled himself once more. “Fucking Knives. Fucking dead gods sprouting all over the place.”

He fell silent, and the sound of men and dragons moving about filtered into the barn. It burned Rylan to admit it, but Raef was likely right. Kalden had no way to use the shard himself and would likely give it to the empire to curry favor. Rylan thought about everything he’d done since he’d left Ancris and wondered what he could have done differently. There wasn’t much, but one thing stuck out. He would’ve talked to Lorelei. He should have talked to her.

Gods, how he missed her.

A dragon bellowed, and Rylan immediately thought of Vedron. He’d been so preoccupied, he hadn’t thought to check on her. He tried to reach out but couldn’t sense her anywhere. It usually happened when she was too far away, but she wasn’t. Or she shouldn’t have been. Even after she escaped the imperial radiants she should have flown back into the range of their bond.

Rylan leaned closer to Raef and whispered, “Did you see what happened to Vedron?”

Raef shook his head.

Rylan closed his eyes and tried again, but it was no good. He felt nothing.

The dracora started lightly snoring. Raef glanced at him, then said, “I’m guessing they’ve called their volarch so he can decide what to do with us. That doesn’t give us much time to find a way out of here.”

As always, Rylan had a set of lock picks in his false boot heel. He was working out if he could open the lock without waking the dracora when he noticed some old barrels, two warped ladders, and a workbench with a bevy of rusted tools in a dim corner of the barn. The shadows below the workbench swirled and resettled like silt around a tadpole.

Rylan wondered if the knock on his head was making him see things. The swirling shadows drifted closer to the snoring dracora, kicking up dust from the straw-strewn ground. Then suddenly, Irik was standing there, wrapping a leather cord around the dracora’s neck. He pulled it tight.

The dracora coughed and choked and worked his mouth like a landed fish. His eyes bugged out, and his face turned purple as he dug his fingertips at the cord. He flailed one arm at Irik, but Irik took it on the shoulder and jerked the dracora back. The dracora’s eyes rolled up in his head, he went limp, and Irik lowered him to the ground. The man seemed to be still breathing but unconscious.

“The key is around his neck,” Raef said.

Irik nodded, pulled a black dragon scale from his mouth, and stuffed the lucerta into his pouch. Then he lifted the keychain over the dracora’s head and opened the cage door.

Irik headed in a half crouch toward the workbench while sending glances at the barn doors. Rylan followed but paused beside the dracora and took his belt from where it was hanging on the beam. He cinched it around his waist and took two steps toward Irik, then paused. Raef was outside the cage. He was staring at the dracora with a stone cold look on his face. He paced to the support beam, took down his belt, and slung it on with easy efficiency despite his missing hand. Then he drew his dagger.

Rylan darted back and snatched Raef’s wrist before he could slice the man’s throat. “Don’t, Raef.”

“What? Look at the men swinging out there. You think he was going to show you mercy?”

Raef wasn’t wrong, but Rylan refused to stand by and watch Raef kill a man in cold blood. Raef tried to wrest his wrist from Rylan’s grasp, but Rylan held strong. “Don’t,” he said, again.

Raef snorted and ripped his arm away but refrained from killing the dracora. Then all three of them were huddled next to the workbench.

“What now?” Rylan asked.

Irik said, “We wait.”

“For what?” Raef growled.

“For Llorn. Now be quiet.”

Irik pushed one of the barn’s wide, vertical planks outward. The plank, ragged and rotted near the bottom, seemed to be hanging on by only a nail or two near the top. Irik peered through the gap, and Rylan crouched and peered below him. A rutted wagon trail cut through a snowy, grassy field toward the forest. A river roared somewhere in the distance. It would be foolhardy to escape over so much open land, but staying there was likely an even greater risk.

A horn sounded: Enemy spotted.

Someone bellowed orders outside. Tack jingled and clanked; dragons roared. Irik pushed the old plank further and crept outside. Raef and Rylan followed.

They ran across the field, low and fast, keeping the barn between them and the imperial dragons for as long as possible, then cut across the wagon trail. Rylan glanced back. A dozen silvers, brasses, and golds were flying away from the farm. Llorn had surely planned the decoy. A dragon circled above the canopy so distant Rylan couldn’t even discern its breed.

They reached the forest’s edge. Rylan kept glancing back, fearing he’d see someone chasing them, but the land all the way to the barn was clear, and then he lost sight of it altogether. A short hike later, Rylan jumped at a growl coming from a copse of larch ahead. He stopped in his tracks, ready to run or try to calm the dragon down, then waited and watched as Irik headed toward the larch trees with both hands spread wide.

“Come on out,” Irik said. “It’s time to go.”

A giant onyx dragon lumbered from the trees, shaking snow from the branches. It was Bellicor, Aarik’s old mount. The last Rylan had seen of the old drake was at the Rookery. Aarik had gone to Ancris to meet with the Hissing Man, and Bellicor had been distraught. Rylan had witnessed Aarik’s death through Bellicor’s bond and felt the dragon’s pain. The dragon fixed its orange eyes on Rylan.

“He’s not our enemy,” Irik said as he approached Bellicor.

He could have said Rylan was their friend but had decided not to. Fair enough, Rylan supposed, though Bellicor seemed unconvinced of even that much. The onyx rumbled threateningly and opened his mouth partway, revealing yellow, blunted teeth, while continuing to stare at Rylan.

Irik stroked Bellicor’s neck a few times, then mounted and helped Raef into the saddle behind him. He gestured to Rylan and asked Raef, “What about him?”

Bellicor rumbled, deeper and louder.

“Leave him,” Raef said.

Irik nodded. Rylan couldn’t be sure, but Irik seemed relieved.

Irik took the reins, and Bellicor lumbered on his wing joints toward the top of the hill.

Raef called back to Rylan. “Stay out of our business, Rylan. I mean it.”

With a mighty sweep of his wings that sent snow and needles flying, Bellicor launched into the air and was lost beyond the hill.

Rylan was relieved to be alive and free but also worried about Vedron. He reached out again and caught a glimpse of dark tree trunks and snow-laden branches, thank the gods, but he also sensed a deep ache in her right haunch, just below her hip. In all likelihood, she’d been struck by a crossbow bolt laced with coryza, a powerful poison extracted from wyverns.

His sense of her faded, but he reached out. “Don’t worry, girl. I’m coming.”

He ran along a gully through the trees, followed it across a stretch of open terrain, passed a frozen pond, and pounded along a deer path, pushing himself until his legs burned. As the miles passed, his sense of Vedron sharpened; she was intensely frightened about something he couldn’t see.

“I’m almost there!” he hollered through the trees when he sensed he was getting close. “D’you hear me, Vedron? I’m almost there!”

He came to a shale wall, climbed it, and spotted Vedron curled in a thick copse of pine. The space was so tight he wondered how she’d managed to slither into it. It had likely saved her life, though. Her green scales blended in well with the pine needles and mottled brown tree trunks. The radiants had probably flown right over her.

Vedron cooed as Rylan approached. He ducked beneath the branches and crouched beside her. She blinked her emerald eyes and huffed as he rubbed her jaw. She felt too hot.

“It’s all right,” Rylan said. “I’m going to fix you.”

Vedron closed her eyes.

He found a wound on her right wing where Irik’s arrow had momentarily stuck. Then he found a puncture wound on her left haunch. The flesh around it was swollen and darker green than the rest of her.

“I need to see if the bolt head’s still there. It’s going to hurt, okay? But it won’t take long.”

Vedron opened her eyes and watched him press around the wound. She mewled and thrashed her tail against the tree trunks, but lay still enough for him to look into the wound. Thankfully, the shaft or bolt head was not in it. She must have ripped it out with her teeth. She’d likely be dead already if she hadn’t. The poison could endanger her heart, but first he had to keep her flesh from going necrotic.

He hurried back to the pond and gathered as much echinacea and dead grass as he could. On the way back, he used a fallen branch to break off a piece of exposed shale with a shallow depression in it, then carried it, a smaller egg-shaped rock, and the vegetation to the pine copse. He lit a fire using the flint and steel from his belt pouch and some gathered tinder. He prayed no one would see the smoke. The echinacea antivenin would be more powerful if it was steeped.

“Almost there,” he told her. “Just need to heat some water, okay?”

Vedron closed her eyes again. She seemed to be drifting toward unconsciousness. If she fell asleep, she might never wake.

“Come on, girl, stay with me!” He fed the fire more kindling. “Remember the Blighted Lands? Remember how the bark exploded when you sprayed it with acid? Remember how we used it to trick Raef and those stupid dragons?”

Once a proper fire was going, Rylan placed the shale slab on it, piled snow into the depression, and waited for it to melt. Then he tossed the echinacea onto the water and ground it with the egg-shaped rock. He added more snow and some dead grass, and ground it together until he had a warm, thick paste.

Vedron growled as he packed it around the poisoned wound. Her skin shivered, and some of the poultice fell on the ground.

“Vedron, don’t!” He scooped up the rest of the poultice and packed it in place. “I don’t have a bandage, okay? You’re going to have to lie still.”

Thankfully, she did. He held the poultice in place, until it dried on the wound.

He gathered more echinacea and grass and ground that with snowmelt for Vedron to eat.

“Open,” he said.

She opened her mouth – her breath was fetid – and he stuffed the wet herb-and-grass mixture in.

“Chew and swallow, girl. Chew and swallow.”

She did nothing except close her mouth and lay her head down.

“Vedron!” He rubbed her neck until she opened her eyes. “Chew! Swallow!”

She made a dry gulping sound and swallowed the mixture.

“Good.” Rylan realized he was crying. “That’s good.”

He repeated the process of feeding her two more times. She seemed to have a tougher time swallowing each mouthful. Rylan couldn’t tell if she was succumbing to the coryza or if the antivenin was making her drowsy. After she swallowed the last dose, she fell asleep and would not wake up.

Cantfall neared. Rylan prepared a lean-to beside Vedron to stave off the cold. He gathered some branches, lay beside her, and spread them over himself.

He felt each expansion of her chest, each exhalation. “Please don’t leave me. Who would I chase lynx with if you die?”

Some time after the swirling lights of cant, he fell asleep.
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THIRTY-FIVE: LORELEI

Lorelei heard herself groan.

“Hey, there you are,” Creed said. “You had me worried.”

She opened her eyes to snow pattering her face. It felt as if the world were swaying. She soon realized it was because Creed was carrying her through the forest. The heavy snow was a curtain of shifting white. Kressa trudged with her staff beside her.

“I saw her, Creed…”

“Not now, Lorelei. We’re almost back.”

She looked up ahead and spotted Éoralynn through the snow. Marshmallow came rushing out.

Kressa waved Marshmallow away. “Go put a kettle on.” When Marshmallow stopped next to them, Kressa shouted at it, “Tea, Marshmallow, before I catch my death!” She smacked its bottom with the butt of her staff, and Marshmallow bolted along the path.

When they entered Éoralynn, Marshmallow was putting a kettle on the fire. Kressa practically fell into her rocking chair. Creed lay Lorelei down near the fire pit, threw two logs onto the coals, and stoked them to life with an iron poker.

Kressa pressed her hand to her chest and grimaced.

Creed rushed to her. “Are you all right?”

“Live to eighty-three,” she groused. “See if you aren’t winded after a hike like that.” She took a deeper breath, let it out slowly. “What happened back there?”

“I saw Faedryn,” Lorelei said, staring at the ceiling.

Kressa snarled. “I told you—”

“I wasn’t trying to see him! I promise. All I did was ask the trees to show me Yeriel.” Avoiding Creed’s gaze and stifling her own guilt over the white lie, she added, “The vision just picked up where I left off.” She told them about Alra’s wound, her poisoned flesh, her conversation with Yeriel, particularly the bit about Strages playing along with the plan they’d cooked up. Then she told them about the glowing elixir in the bottle that Alra gave to Yeriel. “As near as I can tell, she was supposed to pour it over a stone.”

Kressa stared at her and blinked. “The Heartstone?”

Lorelei slowly pushed herself up and sat cross-legged. “I’m not sure. They didn’t mention it by name, but it might have been. Anyway, after Doran left, I felt like I was being choked, like when I was in the maze with Bothymus, only stronger.”

Marshmallow poured hot water into three tea-filled mugs and handed them to Creed, Lorelei, and Kressa. It hovered near Kressa, and she patted the knots on its twisted wrist. “I’m fine,” she said. “Thank you.” Marshmallow shuffled to its alcove.

“Odd,” Creed said. “How would Faedryn find you so quickly? Makes me wonder if he was drawn to you.”

“Might’ve been,” Lorelei said quietly. “I’ll be more careful next time.”

Creed tilted his head and gaped at her a minute. “Are you sure you need to go again, Lor? I mean, you’re walking in the dark. You don’t know how to be careful, do you?”

She knew he didn’t want her to continue, but she had no choice. “I can’t stop now, Creed. The vision raises more questions than it answers.”

“Such as?”

“First and foremost, what Yeriel meant by Faedryn taking the bait. It implies Alra and Yeriel were working together, that Strages was involved, and that whatever plan they had for Faedryn was working. But apparently the plan hinged on Alra’s death. Scripture tells us Alra sacrificed herself so the paragons could defeat Faedryn.”

Kressa’s chair creaked and she sipped her tea. “If Alra, Yeriel, and Strages were working together, it means they were pitting themselves against Faedryn and all the rest.”

Like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, everything Lorelei had read over the past months was starting to fit together. “Shortly before the eruption in Ancris, I found Yeriel’s shrine. An engraving there read, Here lies Yeriel Darksinger, Umbral Witch, betrayer of Faedryn and his fell servants. May she atone for her sins when Alra rises again. I didn’t know what it meant at the time, but it makes more sense now. It seems Yeriel did betray Faedryn and was later rewarded by being awakened from her shrine. What I don’t understand is how the other paragons could go from something as evil as allying with Faedryn to being revered by the Church.”

Kressa picked a loose tea leaf from her tongue and flicked it toward the fire. “The paragons might have been good at one time and later coerced or ensorcelled by Faedryn…”

“I suppose so,” Lorelei admitted, “but that’s why I need the bramble. We need to know the details or this was all a spectacular waste of time.”

Creed gulped some tea and set the mug down. “I’m more worried about what Alra meant when she told Yeriel to live alone and feel joy while she could. What’s the great game she mentioned?”

Lorelei shrugged. “The game of power?”

“Maybe,” Creed said, “but why would that mean she should live without Strages?”

“Yeriel and Strages had a history. Maybe Alra knew them too well, figured they’d fight each other.”

Kressa stopped rocking. “You’d be a fool to try again. I’d be a fool to let you.”

“Please don’t give up.” Lorelei needed the old witch to help with her spells. “What happened then is the key to knowing what’s happening now.”

“Maybe,” Kressa said, “but Faedryn’s on to you now. He’ll be waiting for you.”

“It’s dangerous, I’ll admit, but I’m willing to risk it. And I’m getting better at sensing him. I can break away as soon as I do.”

“Not good enough. I can’t watch over you while I’m holding the spell.”

“Creed will be there. He’ll watch me and warn you.”

Kressa’s brow arranged and rearranged itself like waves on a stormy sea. All around them, Éoralynn creaked like the door to an old crypt, and Kressa stared up at the ceiling.

“What’s going on?” Creed asked.

Kressa remained stubbornly silent for so long Lorelei thought she would refuse to answer. Then she snarled, “Éoralynn wants me to help. Says she felt Faedryn, too.”

Lorelei had spent countless hours with people who didn’t want to tell her the truth, and she’d gotten pretty good at knowing when people were hiding it. “What are you not telling us, Kressa?”

Kressa bit her thumbnail and rocked back and forth. “I’m an old woman. I’m tired. I came to the forest to find peace and solitude before I die. I shouldn’t be meddling in the affairs of gods.”

Éoralynn groaned again, longer this time, and Kressa lapsed into silence.

“I’m going to guess,” Lorelei said, “that Éoralynn asked what peace can be found if Faedryn is freed.”

“Yes, well,” Kressa nearly shouted, “maybe we’ll just head east and leave all this behind!”

Éoralynn creaked and rattled its branches. The floor tilted back and forth. Lorelei had no idea what the tree-house had said, but she added, “Leave now and you’re abandoning Skjalgard and everyone in it, including Yzolde.”

“Yzolde can take care of herself.” When Lorelei only stared, Kressa shook her head and pushed herself from her chair. “Fine!” She walked to the stove and began fixing a bowl of her special broth. “We’ll go. Are you satisfied?”

“Thank you, Kressa,” Lorelei said.

“Don’t thank me yet. You may regret not leaving when you had the chance.”

*

The following day, Lorelei waited in the meadow as Kressa prepared herself. With the sun overhead and everything covered in a thick layer of fresh snow, the landscape was painfully bright. Kressa wore her long coat and a mottled blue scarf around her neck, making her look more than a little like a turtle. Creed was heavily bundled as well and wore his rapier at his side.

“Remember, girl,” Kressa said, “you promised you’d take care.”

“Trust me. I’ve never taken anything more seriously in my life.”

Kressa summoned the bramble and roots lifted Lorelei up. The trees groaned and leaned inward, dumping clumps of snow off their branches.

Lorelei asked the trees to continue Alra’s tale and found herself back in the courtyard of Alra’s fortress. Soldiers in leather and brightsteel lay on the stone ground, bloodied and lifeless. Flies crawled over their eyes and into their open mouths. More dead had fallen haphazardly on the stairs to the parapet. Still more lay on the battlements. Crows cawed and circled below swiftly moving clouds.

Yeriel strode over the drawbridge and through the open gates of the fortress. Strages followed in dirty plate mail and a pitted steel helm with a visor over his eyes. Where his nose might have been were two gaping slits. His skin was stretched, his mouth open, his teeth mottled yellow. Then more people followed them: a man in black chainmail, a pale woman in a blue dress with runic scars on her forearms, and another man in a suit of pristine, shining plate.

A man with black horns and gray skin emerged from the fortress, his face cloaked in shadow. Like the woman in the dress, his arms and hands were covered with scars. Lorelei had never seen the paragons in the flesh, but she’d read about them extensively. The woman was Cinder, the gray-skinned man her brother, Ember. The other two were Izrahim and Rai’al.

Ember was dragging Alra, in her blood-stained gambeson, by the ankle. Her head clunked against the fortress steps as Ember descended them. He stopped in the center of the courtyard and dropped her unceremoniously.

Faedryn, a tall man with eyes like the glittering void, entered the courtyard next, holding a scintillant stone the size of an ox heart. The stone’s colors matched those of the shards perfectly, and it was the right size and shape for the unbroken Heartstone.

Faedryn crouched beside Alra and placed the stone over her heart. Lorelei had thought Alra dead, but when the stone touched her, her eyes and mouth gaped open. The stone glowed brightly. Crows cawed overhead. Then Alra fell still again, and Faedryn stood.

The paragons gathered around Faedryn, and each put a hand on the stone. Faedryn closed his eyes and started chanting. Ember and Cinder joined him. The stone glowed brighter still. The crows squawked and flew away. The fortress, the courtyard, and the dead were brightly lit.

The stone made a high-pitched ringing. Faedryn’s starry eyes shot open. His jaw dropped. He stumbled backward and dropped the stone. It crashed to the ground, splitting into six pieces.

Lorelei felt herself descending, and the vision vanished.

“No!” she cried. She tried to focus herself back into it, but it was no good.

Kressa guided the roots with her staff. Creed was facing the path they’d taken from Éoralynn. Yzolde was approaching on her chestnut mare. Lorelei expected to see Drummond behind her, but he was nowhere to be seen.

Creed trudged through the snow toward Yzolde, hailed her, and said something, but Lorelei couldn’t hear what over the creaking roots and groaning trees. Yzolde reined her horse to a stop, raised a hand toward Lorelei, and drew arcane symbols in the air.

The roots around Lorelei’s legs and waist went slack, but instead of falling back into the earth, they coiled like rope. Lorelei plummeted.

Yzolde spurred her horse to a gallop at Creed. Creed tried to dodge, but Yzolde pulled the reins left and the horse charged into him, knocking him down hard.

Lorelei crashed into the snow. Her breath whooshed from her lungs. She crunched down painfully on her right shoulder. Her head struck so hard her ears rang. She pushed herself to her knees, blinked away her blurred vision, and saw Creed writhing in the snow.

“Yzolde!” Kressa screamed. “What in the goddess’s name are you doing?”

Lorelei drew her knife and stood. She limped toward Kressa, but tripped and fell face first in the trampled snow. A white root had wrapped her right ankle. Another thwapped against her shin and cinched. One more twisted around her left leg.

Yzolde drew more arcane symbols and chanted too softly for Lorelei to make out the words.

“Yzolde!” Lorelei shouted as she sliced the root off her shin. “What’s gotten into you?”

Kressa wielded her staff like a pike. “Yzolde Brightvale, return to me! Return to yourself!”

Yzolde bared her teeth and charged the horse toward her.

Lorelei sliced the root on her ankle, but another took its place. Others snaked toward Kressa. Lorelei shouted, “Kressa, watch out!”

But Kressa paid them no mind. As the roots wrapped around her ankles, the wizened woman raised her staff above her head and speared the ground at her feet. Earth and snow rose up in a massive wave toward Yzolde. Yzolde yanked the reins. The mare screamed. The wave curled up and over them and crashed them to the ground.

The roots climbed up Lorelei’s arms, slithered around her neck, and tightened. She hacked at them desperately, but they bound her on the ground. The roots cinched so tight she could hardly breathe. More roots were curling around Kressa’s legs.

Creed pounded up to Lorelei, rapier in hand. He sawed the roots strangling her neck. Then he slid his rapier under the roots on her chest and sliced them away.

Lorelei breathed again. Creed cut the roots from her arms and legs and tossed them away like they were snakes. Then he hauled Lorelei to her feet.

“Kressa,” Lorelei gasped. “Help Kressa!”

Yzolde and her horse had scrambled up from the snow. The horse bolted away while Yzolde charged toward Kressa, knife in hand.

Kressa twisted and writhed against the roots. “Help me!”

Creed ran to cut Yzolde off. Lorelei followed him.

But Yzolde was already on the old woman. She shrieked and plunged her knife into Kressa’s chest.
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THIRTY-SIX: LORELEI

Lorelei watched in horror as Yzolde, still holding the knife, fell with Kressa to the ground.

Kressa gaped at the hilt jutting from her chest, the blood spurting from the wound. “What have you done, girl? What have you done?”

Creed approached Yzolde, his rapier drawn.

Yzolde jerked the knife from Kressa’s chest, turned to face him, and charged.

“Don’t kill her!” Lorelei shouted. “She’s possessed!”

Yzolde swung her knife at Creed’s face. Creed leaned away, then whacked Yzolde’s head with the flat of his blade. Yzolde froze for second, then swung even more wildly, but Creed just stepped back out of the way. Then he tackled her to the ground. They wrestled on the dirty snow until Creed wrapped an arm around her neck and clamped her wrist with his other hand so she couldn’t use her knife.

Yzolde grunted and snarled. Creed got his forearm under her chin and squeezed. Her eyes closed and she went slack.

Lorelei knelt beside Kressa, unbuttoned her wool coat, and lifted up her sweater. The right side of her chest was punctured. Blood squirted from the wound.

“Oh, gods.” Lorelei took off her scarf and stanched the wound. “Lie still.”

Kressa was pale and breathing in short, quick wheezes. She rolled her head to the side and stared at Yzolde. “Why?”

“Don’t worry about that now,” Lorelei told her. “We’ll fix you, I promise.”

Kressa groaned. “There’s no fixing that.”

Lorelei said nothing.

Kressa coughed blood on her chin. “Didn’t I tell you no good would come of taunting Faedryn?” She coughed again. “Don’t answer. But promise me you’ll stop him.”

“I will.” Lorelei had no idea how, but that would come later.

Kressa stared up at the sky. “And tell Yzolde…”

Lorelei waited, but nothing came. “Tell her what?”

Kressa went perfectly still, perfectly silent, and Lorelei’s eyes filled with tears.

Behind Lorelei, Creed had tied up Yzolde with roots left from the bramble. He crept up next to Lorelei, clutching his side. “Riptides, Lorelei, what happened?”

“Not sure.” Lorelei stood. “Are you all right?”

“Might’ve cracked some ribs. But I think I can carry her.”

“All right. I’ll get Yzolde.”

Creed knelt beside Kressa and lifted her up. He hobbled over the trampled snow toward the path. Lorelei used the legionary’s roll Creed had taught her and hauled Yzolde over her shoulders. They trudged across the meadow and into the forest.

They’d barely passed two citadels when Creed slowed. “I don’t know if I can make it, Lor.”

Lorelei stopped beside him, carefully balancing Yzolde. “Set her down. I’ll come back for her.”

As Creed nodded and lowered Kressa to the ground, they heard a wild, high-pitched keening from the forest. Marshmallow was sprinting toward them, green eyes glowing, arms swaying, mane of twigs bouncing. It slowed and came to a lurching halt beside Kressa. It crouched and touched the tip of a spindly finger to Kressa’s forehead. Its glowing eyes dimmed, and it whimpered for some time. Then it lifted Kressa into its branches and shuffled back toward Éoralynn.

Lorelei shifted Yzolde’s weight, and she and Creed followed.

They heard a rapid rhythmic booming up ahead so loud Lorelei felt it through the ground. It sounded like giants marching, but at a turn in the path, they spotted Éoralynn pounding through the forest on its eight legs, its top branches swaying.

Éoralynn lowered itself in front of Marshmallow, a few of its leaves drifting down on the snow. They all went inside. Marshmallow set Kressa on the carpets near the fire pit with more tenderness than Lorelei would’ve thought a dryad could muster. Éoralynn creaked and popped like a bonfire. Creed took off his coat and hung it on a peg near the door. He tried to lie down, but halfway to the floor he cringed and stood back up.

Lorelei set Yzolde on the bed, took her rapier from a hook beside the door, and carried it to Kressa’s rocking chair. She sat, laid the sword across her knees, and stared down at Yzolde.

“Was it Faedryn?” Creed asked.

Lorelei nodded. “I think so.”

Creed balled his hands into fists. The muscles along his forearms rippled. “Yzolde said she was going to Andalingr. He must have caught her in the maze. Do you think he saw what happened here?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

Yzolde convulsed, opened her eyes, and gasped like she’d been holding her breath. Lorelei clutched the hilt of her rapier, but Yzolde just lay there seemingly confused until she spotted Kressa on the floor.

“Gods, no…”

Lorelei said, “Yzolde, look at me. Are you aware of what happened in the meadow?”

“Yes, but it wasn’t me. I swear.”

“What happened after you and Drummond left?”

Yzolde blinked away tears. “We went to Skjalgard and asked the guild if they had any information about Rhodri. They said he’d stolen a canoe near Andalingr and fled downriver. We planned to go there, but when I went to the vyrd and entered the maze… something happened. I saw strange visions and said things I would never say, like I couldn’t stop myself.”

“Was it Faedryn?” Lorelei asked.

Yzolde’s eyes pinched. “It must be. I saw a man… in my head… hanging tangled in a knot of roots, almost like the bramble, but it was dark, like a cave.”

“But you’re yourself now?”

“Yes.”

“How do you know?” Creed asked.

“I couldn’t breathe. I was choking. Everything I said was like someone else was talking through me.” She stared down at Kressa. “It’s gone now.”

Lorelei still wasn’t certain, but the longer she looked at her, the more she seemed like herself. She’d been so wild at the bramble. Now all Lorelei saw was pain. “Oh, Yzolde…” She cut the roots from Yzolde’s wrists, leaned her rapier against the rocking chair, and helped Yzolde up. “I’m so sorry this happened.”

Yzolde was stiff at first, then she seemed to melt and grabbed hold of Lorelei. She wailed, and Marshmallow and Éoralynn wailed with her.

Eventually, Yzolde parted from Lorelei’s embrace, and the animate trees quieted. Yzolde and Lorelei wrapped Kressa in a blanket and tied it like a funeral shroud. They set her close to Marshmallow’s alcove; then Lorelei sat near the fire again, and Yzolde sat on the bed.

Creed lowered himself slowly and lay on the floor. “Why would Faedryn have gone to all this trouble? What’s he afraid of?”

“The truth,” Lorelei said. “He’s afraid we’ll find something about him.” She told them what she’d seen: Faedryn and the paragons gathering in the courtyard over Alra’s corpse, the glowing Heartstone, Alra waking for one brief moment before the Heartstone split into six pieces.

“Why six pieces?” Creed asked. “Why not seven? Logic would say that if the Heartstone was going to split, and seven powerful beings were involved in the spell, then it would split into seven pieces.”

Lorelei could still see them – six and only six shards. “At the very end, Faedryn seemed afraid of something. He pulled away. Maybe it saved him.”

Creed seemed to think about that for a moment. “And maybe that allowed Alra’s followers – this Doran and others like him – to subdue him.”

Lorelei glanced at Yzolde, then nodded to Creed. “That would make sense.” She thought back to Alra’s mentioning Enwe’s curse and the rekindling of the great game. “I can’t help but wonder if Alra herself was some sort of prize.”

Creed tilted his head and asked, “What do you mean?”

“Like a goal, a stage in the game they were playing. Faedryn seemed hells-bent on not merely killing Alra but using the stone to take her soul. I’m guessing the others were, too, including Yeriel and Strages. But somewhere along the line, Yeriel’s hatred of Faedryn caused her to strike some sort of bargain with Alra.”

“To hurt Faedryn in some way…”

“I guess, or at least prevent him from getting what he wanted.” She glanced over at Yzolde again. She seemed in a daze. “Yzolde, are you all right?”

Yzolde nodded. “Yes, sorry. Just thinking.”

“Good,” Lorelei said as kindly as she could, “because we need to know more.”

She seemed confused, then suddenly angry. “Haven’t we paid a great enough price yet?”

“It’s not that—”

Yzolde stood. “I know what it’s about, but I can’t summon the bramble. I’ve tried. It’s beyond me.”

“Are you sure?” Lorelei felt horrible even asking.

“Yes.” Yzolde stood from the bed. “Marshmallow, pick her up, please.”

Marshmallow gathered Kressa up in its branches.

“Where are you going?” Lorelei asked.

“Where do you think?” Yzolde opened the door for Marshmallow. “To bury my grandmother.”

“May I join you?” Lorelei felt boorish for asking – she could tell Yzolde wanted to be alone – but she couldn’t let Kressa go without thanking her.

Yzolde hesitated, then she sighed. “As you wish.”

Marshmallow carried Kressa out into the cold.

Creed pressed a hand to his ribs. “I can’t get up, but you have my condolences, Yzolde. Truly. Your grandmother was a saint.”

“She was far from a saint,” Yzolde said, “but I thank you just the same.” She followed Marshmallow outside; Lorelei joined them, and they walked to a knoll that overlooked a stream bed.

“She liked the crocuses here.” Yzolde traced a finger along the stream bed. “The banks are thick with them in spring.”

Marshmallow laid Kressa down, knelt near her feet, and put both branchy hands onto the snow. The earth churned and cracked, and a fissure appeared beneath Kressa. She sank down into it, and the fissure closed over her.

Marshmallow galumphed to the stream bed and touched the ground. It did so again and again, in different places, on both sides of the stream. Lorelei couldn’t say for sure, but she suspected the dryad was ensuring bright crocus blooms come spring.

“Say your piece,” Yzolde said. “Then, if you please, I’d like to be alone.”

“Of course.” Lorelei stood near the tiny burial mound and clasped her hands. “You didn’t have to help me, Kressa Brightvale, but you did, and for that I’ll be forever grateful.” She spread her arms toward the forest. “Gods willing, so will the Holt.” Then she squeezed Yzolde’s hand. “May her second life be brighter than her first.”

It was a common enough saying in the Holt, but Yzolde seemed surprised to hear it from a highlander. She squeezed Lorelei’s hand back. “Thank you.”

When Lorelei returned to Éoralynn, Creed’s eyes were closed. Lorelei was exhausted as well, but her mind was restless. She had reached a quite literal dead end and needed a new plan. She sat in Kressa’s creaky old chair and rocked, wondering what she could have done differently. Maybe if she’d been more careful, Kressa would still be alive.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Creed said without opening his eyes.

“Oh? What’s that?”

“That you’re to blame for Kressa’s death.”

“I asked the bramble to show me Alra. I wanted to know more about her and Faedryn.”

“I figured.” He opened his eyes and rolled his head toward her. “I was wrong to ask you not to. You were right. This is too important.”

“But Kressa—”

“She died because Faedryn drove a knife into her heart. Faedryn. Not you. Not Yzolde. I’m sorry she’s gone, but it’s not your fault.”

Lorelei shrugged, then she nodded to Creed, and he closed his eyes again. He meant well, and Lorelei supposed he was right, but it did little to lift the weight of guilt.

She sat there for a time, rocking, wondering over how many lives had already been lost in Faedryn’s quest to free himself from Gonsalond. How many more would pay, even if they managed to stop him? How many would pay if he won? Creed was soon snoring, but Lorelei was starting to feel like roots were wrapping around her neck, so she shook her head and did what she always did when she felt lost. She planned.

She’d return to Ancris, she decided. She needed to tell Quintarch Lucran what they’d found. She could speak to Kellen as well and see if he could help unravel the mysteries around Faedryn’s imprisonment.

She reckoned she’d retrieve Bothymus in Skjalgard and fly to Glaeyand first to gather what news they could. There was a council of quintarchs coming up. With any luck, she’d find Lucran there.
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THIRTY-SEVEN: SKYLAR

Far south of Farmer Parrish’s orchard, Skylar turned a spit, rotating two pheasants over a fire. On the blanket beside her were steel cutlery, linen napkins, and dragonhorn plates and cups – part of the officers’ kit Skylar always kept on Ruko’s saddle – plus a bottle of syris. She and Azariah had landed in a loose copse of blood maples just before cant. Skylar had gone hunting, shot two pheasants for their dinner, and returned to find their tents pitched near a fallen blood maple, a lively fire crackling, and woolen blankets laid beside it.

The citadels were sparse in that neck of the woods. Nox cast a purple light on the forest, and the air was bitingly cold. Azariah had set up wards to warn them if anyone came near. Outside the blood maples, silver Ruko lay near dark, glittering Vattuo, both on high alert. Most dragons familiar with one another would huddle for warmth, but when Ruko got too close, the much larger Vattuo roared and snapped until Ruko backed away.

Using the axe he’d unstrapped from Vattuo’s saddle, Azariah chopped a length of deadwood into logs to feed the fire.

Skylar turned the pheasants over again. “How old is Rhodri’s trail, do you reckon?”

It had taken Vattuo nearly an hour to locate the scent of the horse Rhodri had stolen, but they still couldn’t tell how far behind they were.

“I don’t know,” Azariah said, “but I think we’re getting closer.”

He brought the chopped wood over to the fire and stacked it into a pile. He looked angry, almost like when he had dragged Parrish to the forge. Azariah Andrinus was himself, but he was also the Hissing Man. Even more troubling was his seeming lack of control over it.

Azariah picked up his cloak from the fallen maple where he’d left it, wrapped it around his shoulders, and sat on the tree’s mottled red trunk. Ruko was shivering her scales, making a buzzing sound, trying to warm up. Vattuo, who never seemed bothered by the cold, opened one eye and grumbled. Ruko ignored him and continued shaking. Vattuo grunted like a warthog and snapped his teeth at Ruko’s tail, and Ruko finally fell silent.

Skylar handed a cup of syris to Azariah. “They don’t much like one another.”

“Vattuo doesn’t easily warm to people or other dragons. We’re very much alike in that respect.”

“Am I more like Ruko, then, a flighty songbird?”

“Not flighty. Caring and driven.” He put on a forced smile and raised his cup to her. “Nothing to be embarrassed about.”

Skylar forked the roasted pheasants onto plates and added some pickled onions and two savory biscuits. “Be honest,” she said, handing a plate to Azariah, “you don’t find me a bit impulsive?”

Azariah’s smile broadened. It almost looked genuine. “Perhaps a bit.” He set the plate on his lap, took up knife and fork, and cut into the breast. “Your father’s going to be furious with you for coming out here.”

Skylar peeled off a strip of crisp skin and popped it in her mouth. “I wonder how many meals Ransom had like this in Syrdia.”

“Many, I imagine, though likely with fewer utensils.”

They ate quietly for some time. When Azariah was done, he set his plate aside, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and watched her a moment with his haunting white eyes. “Can I share a story about Ransom with you?”

Skylar shrugged. “I suppose.” Perhaps he had an ulterior motive, but a story could do no harm.

“Your mother may already have told you, but I offered to quicken Ransom’s wisp. Your mother accepted, and when I went to his sepulcher—”

“Hold on.” It was not at all what Skylar was expecting. “You quickened my brother’s wisp?”

“I did, as a favor.”

“Why? So you could manipulate my mother?”

Azariah nodded. “In fact, yes.”

Skylar bit back her anger. She thought she’d made peace with Azariah’s past, but gods, what else didn’t she know about him? “If you’re telling me this to turn me against my mother, you can save your breath.”

“That’s not it at all.” Azariah seemed surprised by her anger. “The ritual requires that the soul desires to enter its second life. In order for this to happen, the summoner coaxes certain fond memories. When I did so with Ransom, he thought about you chasing him along the banks of the Wend. You had blue ribbons in your hair. I think it was near the parade grounds.”

“I remember that day.” Skylar had been so happy he was back. “It was the solstice celebration. He’d been away for months, training to become a dracora. It’s one of my happiest memories.”

“For him too, I suspect.” Azariah downed the last of his syris. “I thought you’d want to know.”

The knowledge that Ransom had cherished that day was a gift, and no small one. “Thank you for telling me.”

Azariah nodded.

Skylar leaned forward and refilled his cup. “And I’m sorry I thought ill of you.”

Azariah flicked his hand dismissively. “I would have done the same.”

Skylar couldn’t help but wonder what Azariah would have been like if Faedryn hadn’t ruined his life. “Tell me about your son.”

“Cassian?” Azariah turned his cup absently. “He was an attentive boy. Curious. Pious from an early age.”

“Hardly surprising for the son of an illustra.”

“Perhaps, but there’s no telling what a child will be like when they grow up. In Cassian, I was blessed, though.”

“He must have disobeyed sometimes,” Skylar said.

Azariah smiled. “One day, he thought it would be funny to put some ebony bark into the communion wine. You know what it does?”

Ransom had played a trick on her once using ebony bark. “It turns your teeth black.”

“Just so,” Azariah said. “Cassian and another acolyte named Amadeo snuck into the vestry, where the wine was kept, but a priest happened by and heard them laughing. He dragged them to me for punishment.”

“What did you do?”

“Amadeo confessed it was his idea, but I made them both drink from the one bottle they’d got to until it was gone. It stained their teeth for two weeks. I think Cassian, well I know Cassian liked Amadeo.”

Skylar got the hint. “My father once told me Cassian was the most uplifting speaker he’d ever heard.”

Azariah smiled and nodded. “My son could inspire people.”

“I’m sorry for what happened to him,” Skylar said, “for your loss.”

Azariah shrugged. “Life goes on.” Then he stiffened and turned to his left, opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again.

Skylar worried the Hissing Man was back. “He’s here, isn’t he?”

For several seconds, Azariah was still as stone, then he nodded.

“Is there no way to control him?”

Azariah laughed. “This is controlling him.”

“Couldn’t a shepherd treat the Hissing Man like a cancer and burn him from you?”

“No. He’s a part of me now. Indivisible.” He paused and began scrubbing their plates and cutlery with snow. “You can send me away. Or I’ll find Rhodri on my own and bring him to you in Ancris. But if you wish to help me, you must accept the Hissing Man as well.”

It was wild to think about everything Azariah had been through since his days as an acolyte. It was a reminder of how treacherous the road ahead was as well. “Where do you think this all ends? With Strages and Yeriel, I mean… with Faedryn?”

“I don’t know, but it certainly feels like we’re hurtling toward something terrible, doesn’t it?” Skylar nodded. Azariah stood and headed toward his tent. “We should get some rest.”

Skylar crawled inside her tent, bundled herself in the bedding, and stared at the firelight playing against the canvas. Soon she heard mumbling and figured Azariah was talking with the Hissing Man.

She admitted to herself that she was afraid of the Hissing Man and thought about going it alone, but her best chance of finding the ferryman was with Azariah. She decided to continue with him. They had to find him and bring him to her father. She prayed she wasn’t making a big mistake.

*

They broke camp early the following morning and flew southeast, landing every so often so Vattuo could sniff out the horse Sunshine. Rhodri seemed to be heading toward Skjalgard, which made sense – he was from there, after all – but he’d chosen a path that would lead him through the Deepwood Fens. Though shorter as the dragon flew, the ground was wet and treacherous. It would’ve been much easier to head south from Andalingr and follow the Diamondflow downriver.

“You think he’s going through the fens to throw off pursuit?” Skylar asked after they landed a short while later.

Azariah gripped Vattuo’s crop and set the iron dragon to the scent. “Maybe, but I’m starting to think there’s more to it than that. The Knives’ old Rookery is maybe twenty miles up ahead. He could be going there.”

“But it’s all a big lake now. The crucible and—”

“Yes, but there was a vyrd on higher ground. He might try to use it to jump home.”

“I suppose. Seems like a lot of trouble to go through, though.”

Azariah chuckled. “More trouble than being caught and thrown in a stockade? Or having this Cavanaugh fellow hogtie him and drag him back to Barrenstock?”

“Point taken.”

Vattuo blared and slammed his tail against a blood maple, shaking the whole tree. He had his nose pressed to a patch of ground, so they went to him. A few hoofprints were pressed in the mud. Azariah followed the track a few steps. “He’s headed that way.”

“There’s another set here,” Skylar said, crouching. “Two, maybe three days old, I’d guess.”

Azariah approached and frowned. “We’d better get moving.”

They flew along the trail, planning to stop in a few miles and let Vattuo sniff about, but they hadn’t been in the air for long when Ruko began fighting her reins. She veered left and, when Skylar corrected her, veered the other way. Soon it was a constant battle.

Vattuo grumbled and bellowed. The old iron pulled up and hovered in the air. Ruko stopped obeying Skylar, and with a sound like glass shattering – the telltale sign of a silver transporting itself from one place to another – she suddenly found they were some ten dragon lengths further back, well behind Vattuo and Azariah.

Skylar had Ruko land. It was too dangerous to fly when she was unruly. Azariah and Vattuo swept down next to her.

“It’s the crucible,” Azariah said. “I think they sense the umbra.”

Skylar tugged on Ruko’s reins, guiding her to walk north, back the way they’d come. She called over her shoulder to Azariah, “There’s still enough to frighten them?”

“More than enough. The umbra is fixed in the earth, same as the aura in Ancris. It will be there for hundreds, perhaps thousands of years.”

Ruko reared up and screeched so loud Skylar’s ears rang. Ruko landed on her wing joints and bashed Skylar, knocking her to the snowy ground. Glowering, Skylar used the crop to force Ruko to back up, then stood and dusted the snow off her. “Maybe we can skirt the crucible and come at it from the other side.”

“No.” Azariah was struggling hard with Vattuo’s reins. “The effect will reach to the Rookery, perhaps beyond.” He gripped his crop and roared, “Acquiesco, Vattuo! Acquiesco!” Finally, Vattuo lowered himself onto his wing joints and let out a long, low growl, but at least he was still.

Skylar said, “We’ll leave them here, go get Rhodri, and come back.”

“No.” Azariah climbed down off Vattuo. “I’ll get Rhodri. You stay here with the dragons.”

“These are two of the best-trained dragons in the empire. They’ll be all right while we’re gone, and nothing will threaten them here.”

“Princess, I don’t know this Cavanaugh fellow, but Barrenstock wouldn’t have sent him if he wasn’t dangerous. Please, stay here.”

She was tempted – a fire and a bedroll sounded a lot better than hiking through the fens – but they were so close to finding Rhodri she wanted to make sure nothing went wrong. “If he’s dangerous, that’s all the more reason for me to join you. Now let’s get moving. The day’s wasting.”

Azariah shook his head, sighed, and began gathering what he needed from Vattuo’s saddlebags. Skylar did the same. They took their bedrolls, one tent, and enough food and water for two days. Skylar also took the crossbow and quiver of bolts from the holster on Ruko’s shoulder. Then she leaned close to the dragon’s ear hole and chanted, “Obduro… Tutamentum…”

Azariah said the same to Vattuo: Stay and guard. It was one of the first commands imperial dragons learned. They would remain in the area and protect each other until Skylar and Azariah returned.

Skylar secured the quiver to her sword belt, adjusted the lay of her sword, and slung the crossbow over her shoulder; then she and Azariah struck a trail over the frozen fen, hiking from hillock to hillock, occasionally leaping over ice-covered swamp. At one point, they were forced to cross a frozen lake. Skylar hesitated every step of it. She knew how to swim but had nearly drowned in the Wend as a child. She hadn’t thought she could be any more terrified of drowning than she already was, but the thought of waking in her second life with the fen’s putrid water in her mouth haunted her.

The land was open for the most part, except for a few citadels looming like long-forgotten towers. They passed a copse of blood maples, some swamp cypress, and a few stands of dogwood. After about an hour, it started to snow. Flakes the size of flower petals began to fall so heavily Skylar could barely see twenty paces ahead. She took off her gloves, blew into her hands, then tugged the gloves back on. “How much further?”

“Not too—” Azariah crouched and motioned for Skylar to do the same.

She sat on her haunches and scanned the blurry white landscape. She saw nothing beyond the cattails and dead tufts of grass, but the snow was so thick an onyx could be up ahead and she wouldn’t have seen it. She unslung her crossbow, cocked it, set a bolt in the channel, and whispered, “What is it?”

Azariah was holding his powder locket. “My second sight sometimes shows ripples, hints of movement, even if I can’t see what it is. There’s something ahead. Be ready.” He sniffed some auris and rubbed his fingers on his gums. Then he closed his eyes and whispered, “Sentio intervallum…”

He raised his right hand and waved it back and forth like a watchman with a lantern. Skylar gripped her crossbow and waited.

Azariah stood up, eyes still closed, hand still in the air. Then he pointed at a clump of bushes next to the trunk of a citadel, barely visible through the driving snow. “There’s someone hiding behind that citadel.” He walked slowly toward it. Skylar followed, the butt of her crossbow pressed to her shoulder.

“Cavanaugh?” she asked Azariah.

“I’m guessing Rhodri, but I can barely see.” He swung his right hand around. “Go wide. Approach from his flank.”

She wanted to stay with him, to not be alone in the blinding snow, but she struck out in the direction Azariah had indicated, skirted a frozen rivulet, climbed a shallow ridge, and walked through a stand of cattails until she was at the edge of crossbow range from the citadel.

“Rhodri Korrighan,” Azariah called. “I’ve come to offer you aid and shelter.”

Skylar watched for movement in the bushes but saw none.

“You’ve been wronged, Rhodri,” Azariah continued louder. “You were forced to threaten Barrenstock. Talk to me.”

Skylar stepped forward, and a branch snapped beneath her foot.

A man darted from the bushes and ran to her right.

“Stop!” Skylar shouted and chased after him. “We only want to talk!”

She crashed through the grass and snow, crossbow in hand. The man slowed. She crept close enough to see him under the branches of a leaning dogwood. His dark skin and broad face matched the description of Rhodri.

Rhodri stared at her, eyes wide in his dirty face. Then he seemed to notice her crossbow and sprinted away, faster than before.

“Please!” Skylar threw the crossbow down and ran after him. “We mean you no harm! I’ve dropped the crossbow, see?”

Rhodri ran on without looking back.

A dark figure approached from her left. She tensed, but it was only Azariah. He followed her after Rhodri. He was thirty years her senior, but he kept up easily and soon ran ahead of her into thicker forest where they were forced to weave through the trees and lost sight of the ferryman.

“Can you see him?” she called.

Azariah pointed. “He’s right there.”

A tall man in bulky winter clothing stepped into his path, holding a thick tree branch with both hands. He swung it and smashed Azariah in the side of the head so hard the branch broke and bark flew everywhere. Azariah crumpled to the ground.

The man stared at Skylar. “Who’re you?”

When Skylar didn’t answer, the man drew a longsword from his belt. Skylar drew her rapier as he stalked toward her. He was more than a foot taller than she. Skylar turned and ran back toward the fen.

Behind her, Cavanaugh laughed. “The Holt is my home, girl. I’ve been wandering these woods since I was a babe. You can’t outrun me, and you can’t hide.”

Skylar wove through the undergrowth, cutting branches out of her path with her rapier. Branches clawed her face, stabbed her chest, slapped her legs. She’d try to lead Cavanaugh away and circle back for Azariah. Goddess, let him be alive. Then they’d deal with Cavanaugh and find Rhodri.

At last she burst through a wall of bushes…

… and suddenly she was flying through mid-air, nothing ahead of her but snowflakes.

For a brief moment she saw a line of black pillars. She realized they were stabbing up through the ice of the frozen lake rushing up toward her.

She flung her sword away, took a deep breath, and crashed through the ice.
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THIRTY-EIGHT: SKYLAR

Skylar plunged into the icy water.

Keep your wits, keep your wits, keep your wits.

She knew if she popped right back up, Cavanaugh would be waiting for her, so she clawed down into the depths, swam toward the bank, grabbed a stand of cattails under the water, and waited. Her muscles tightened and began to cramp. She couldn’t poke her head up while she still had breath, so she gripped the slimy cattail roots and held still.

Her head felt like it was going to burst, but she waited, sure she’d be shot through with a bolt from her own crossbow if she surfaced. When she could hold her breath no longer, she raised her head up among the cattails and took a silent breath.

She looked up at the ridge and saw nothing. Maybe Cavanaugh was hiding. She had no way to know, but he could certainly have followed her tracks in the snow.

She thought about taking a dive for her sword, but quickly discarded the idea. She’d get hypothermia if she didn’t get out of the water soon.

She dragged herself out of the water, crept along the bank into a thick stand of dogwood, and began to shiver uncontrollably. She pulled off her cloak and gloves and tossed them on the ground, tugged off her boots and socks and the rest of her clothes, wrung as much water from everything as she could. Then, as Ransom had taught her, she rubbed snow all over her body. Then she pulled her clothes back on, stuffed them with dry leaves dug from beneath the snow, and buttoned them up.

She trekked up the bank, swinging her arms and high-stepping to generate some heat, and circled around for Azariah. By the time she neared the place where Cavanaugh had attacked them, she was breathing hard and her heart was pumping furiously. She wasn’t warm, but she was alive.

She found the citadel, but as she expected, the crossbow was gone. She doubled back to where Azariah had fallen, stopped, and scanned the trees through the heavy snow. Nothing.

She padded forward and found a trail of blood blotting under the freshly fallen snow. It snaked through the trees in droplets between heavy bootprints.

“Your friend is gone,” a voice said behind her.

Skylar spun around and found Rhodri peeking out from behind the trunk of a blood maple. He looked ready to run, but he stayed there, clinging to the tree, as Skylar approached him. “Cavanaugh took him?”

Rhodri nodded and stepped out from behind the tree. “Carried him to the Rookery, I imagine.”

“And how do you know about the Rookery?”

“All ferrymen know about the Rookery. The vyrda are our domain, and one of them was used to destroy a city.”

There was so much Skylar wanted to know, but she had to rescue Azariah first if possible. “My name is Skylar Solvina. If my friend is still alive, I want to save him. Will you help me?”

Rhodri tilted his head and crossed his arms, and Skylar realized how small and nonthreatening he was. He asked her, “Are you really Skylar Solvina?”

“I am.”

“Why would a princess come to the Deepwood in the middle of winter?”

“Because we’re worried about Faedryn, and we think you can help. We know what he did to you.”

Rhodri went perfectly still. “You know about Faedryn…?”

Skylar nodded. “We think he’s manipulating people from his prison.”

Rhodri made Alra’s sign, opened his mouth, then shook his head and seemed to start over. “There’s a lot I need to tell you, but let’s help your friend first.”

Skylar wanted to find out what Rhodri knew, but he was right – they had to find Azariah before Cavanaugh killed him. “Why would Cavanaugh have taken him to the Rookery?”

“I was holing up in a longhouse there. It has a stove, some old cots. Cavanaugh knows about it. There’s not much else around.”

Skylar looked him over, saw that he had no sword, no knife. “Do you have a weapon of any sort?”

“No.” He crouched, picked up a fallen branch, tossed it back on the ground, and picked up a bigger one. “But I can swing a branch as well as the next man.”

Skylar felt a fool for having lost her rapier and crossbow, but there was nothing for it. She bent down and picked up a thick, twisted branch. “Let’s go to the longhouse. We can make a plan from there.”

Rhodri nodded, and they headed out.

The snow thinned until it was barely a trickle. There was no hiding in it. Skylar thought about waiting in a copse of trees until cantfall, but Azariah’s life was on the line, so she forged ahead, and Rhodri followed.

The trail of blood stopped, but the boot tracks continued. They came to a vyrd with tall, snow-capped stones. Skylar stopped and stared. Those very stones, and the power of the crucible, had destroyed Ancris. Thousands of people had died in an instant. Many more had been wounded. Rhodri stared at it too, his eyes narrowed. He was a ferryman who’d been caught by Faedryn in the maze. She couldn’t imagine how that affected him.

Eventually, they entered a stand of citadels with burrows in them. There were dragon nests, too, but the corkscrew stairs were missing steps and many of the walkways had fallen and were swinging in the light breeze.

Two saddled horses, a red roan and a hulking draft horse with a safflower coat, stood in a decrepit pen between three trees. The draft horse was Farmer Parrish’s stolen horse, Sunshine, which would make the roan Cavanaugh’s. To one side of the pen was a shack with a pair of hinged doors that was big enough to house a dragon or two. A hundred paces beyond the pen was a longhouse, likely where the Red Knives had made their drugs. The longhouse had holes in the roof. Its windows were shuttered, but an orange light was flickering through the gaps in the farthest one.

Rhodri started toward the longhouse, but Skylar grabbed his arm and made him crouch beside her.

“We can’t just walk in there,” she said. “We need a plan.”

“Take one of the horses. He’ll hear it, and when he comes out” – he patted the stick into his palm like a highwayman – “I’ll clock him.”

“You ever fight a man?”

“Have you?”

“I was taught swordplay by one of finest duelists in Ancris.”

“That’s no rapier you’re holding.”

“I’ll be fine.”

Rhodri chewed his lip for a moment. “I’ll let them out and send them into a gallop, and when he comes out to investigate, we’ll both clock him.”

Skylar was glad she wouldn’t have to face the burly woodsman alone, but tried not to show it. “Agreed.”

They walked silently toward the pen, and Rhodri directed Skylar to the near corner of the longhouse. Skylar padded quietly toward it. Cavanaugh’s big bootprints were near the door, but another set of fresher footprints was heading away from the longhouse.

She spun toward the pen. Rhodri was already stepping inside.

She ran low and fast toward him. “Rhodri!” she hissed. “Rhodri, stop!”

Rhodri paused. As he turned toward her, one of the shack’s doors swung open, and Cavanaugh stepped out holding a shining longsword.

“Run!” Skylar shouted.

Rhodri spun to face Cavanaugh, then sprinted toward the gap in the gate. Cavanaugh rushed toward it, too. Rhodri skidded to a stop and sprinted in the opposite direction.

Cavanaugh stumbled on the slick snow and fell, scrabbled back to his feet and chased him. “Got you now, you little pecker-head!”

Skylar raced to the fence, jumped it, and ran after them. Rhodri looked like he was going to vault the fence, too, but he slipped. He’d just gotten up again when Cavanaugh barreled into him and wrestled him to the ground.

“Leave him be!” Skylar called.

Rhodri struggled, but Cavanaugh slammed his sword pommel into Rhodri’s forehead, and the ferryman went limp.

Cavanaugh stood and spun toward Skylar. “Figured you’d come looking if you didn’t drown.”

Skylar stopped out of sword range. “Let’s you and I slow down. Nothing’s happened here that can’t be undone.”

Cavanaugh’s face screwed up. “You joking?”

“My name is Skylar Solvina. I’m the quintarch’s daughter, and I’m telling you, my father will reward you if you leave us in peace.”

“Can’t do that, darling. I’m being paid to do a job, and I intend to do it.”

“Then let’s go to Andalingr together. I’ll speak to Lord Barrenstock. I’m sure we can come to an arrangement.”

Cavanaugh hawked and spat. “You think you can stroll down the mountainside, take what you want, and toss some tin our way for the trouble?”

“If not coin, tell me what you do want, and it’s yours.”

He pressed the tip of his sword to Rhodri’s chest. “I want this one to get what’s coming to him. Then I want Willow Lyndenfell to drop to her knees and beg Barrenstock to forgive her for sending him.” He shrugged. “We’ll see where things go from there.”

“I promise you, Willow didn’t send him. There’s a lot more going on than you realize.”

“I know it’s different in the mountains. Anyone up there can be bought. But you threaten a man of the Holt, you threaten his family, then you pay in blood.”

“He had no choice. Faedryn made him do it. Faedryn is—”

“Faedryn?” Cavanaugh barked a laugh. “What the hell does Faedryn have to do with it?”

“Faedryn is using the maze to…”

Cavanaugh marched toward her. Skylar took a few steps backward.

“Enough of your horseshit. Time for you to feed the fens. Your friend, too. Then I’ll take this little shit back to Andalingr.”

Skylar swung her stick, hoping to take him by surprise, but he blocked with his blade, and the branch broke in two. She swung the broken stump at his face. It glanced off his chin. Blood welled in the wound. He backhanded her so hard her head snapped to one side.

She fell to the ground, and Cavanaugh bent over her, grabbed her hair with one hand, and raised his sword with the other. She kneed his crotch, but he barely even grunted.

“Plead for mercy,” he said, his rank breath hot against her face, “and maybe I’ll make this quick.”

She tried to snatch his dagger from his belt, but he let go her hair and grabbed her wrist.

She kicked and writhed on the ground; then she saw slender, dark-skinned fingers grasp the hilt of the dagger and pull it from the big woodsman’s sheath. Cavanaugh turned his head. Skylar heard a crunch, and Cavanaugh arched back and howled.

“I’ll kill you!” He let go of Skylar’s wrist and reached behind his back. “I’ll fucking kill you!”

Rhodri wrenched the dagger from the big man’s back, gripped the bloody hilt with both hands and drove it into Cavanaugh’s neck. Cavanaugh shivered, rolled off Skylar, and stared up at Rhodri, the dagger hilt jutting from his neck. Cavanaugh fumbled for the hilt, but he couldn’t get at it.

Skylar rolled away and clambered to her feet. Cavanaugh gaped up at her. Then his head thumped back onto the snow, and he lay still.
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THIRTY-NINE: RHIANNON

Nyphaea soared through the forest with broad sweeps of her ivory wings, bearing Rhiannon away from Kallodhon’s Keep toward the portal to Gonsalond. The Seven were ahead of her on their ivory dragons. Three auburn dragons were still chasing them. Cordney had suffered a vicious blow to the head and could barely stay in her saddle. Chirrup’s ivory had been caught in an auburn dragon’s breath, slowing the entire group. But the Seven had given worse than they’d got, which was probably why the three Red Knife dragons behind them were giving them so much space. They were biding their time, either for reinforcements to show up or for Chirrup’s dragon to land.

But Chirrup was singing a song, and her dragon was slowly but surely flying faster. They began putting more distance between them and the auburns, and the auburns eventually veered and headed back. Rhiannon’s mood had barely begun to lift when Strages, strapped to Moth’s saddle, woke and began wriggling and moaning.

Moth always seemed to handle magic with such ease, but when she cast a spell to keep him subdued, she grimaced and grunted like she was trying to lift a mountain. “It’s like trying to wrestle an auroch with my bare hands!”

“Let’s land!” Snow on the Mountain called. “Give me some time with him!”

They did, but Rhiannon continued to watch the sky behind them. Snow cast the sort of spell she might use to quiet a wounded soldier for surgery. Strages stopped moving, and they launched into the air again on their dragons.

Rhiannon’s heart calmed to the beat of the ivories’ wings, and she thought about her mother and Llorn. She’s getting away! Shoot her!

Rhiannon banished the crazed look on her mother’s face when she’d said those words and focused instead on the conversation she’d had with Strages. They’d talked about a game. Her mother said Yeriel had changed somehow, but Rhiannon still didn’t know what that meant, nor what the great game was all about, but she had mentioned Enwe.

Years ago at the abbey, at Brother Mayhew’s insistence, Rhiannon had read a number of tomes on ancient history, but she didn’t remember coming across that name. Yeriel would surely know more, but the chances of her sharing that knowledge with Rhiannon were slim – the paragon was surprisingly secretive about her past. Rhiannon couldn’t talk about it with the Seven, either. They were too loyal to Yeriel and would surely inform her.

Nyphaea twisted her head and growled loud enough for Rhiannon to feel it through her saddle.

Through the weak link Hellebore had helped Rhiannon forge, she felt worry or maybe displeasure coming from the ivory. Rhiannon leaned forward and patted Nyphaea’s neck. “Hellebore’s my friend,” she said over the rush of wind. “I’d never do anything to hurt her.”

Nyphaea huffed and flew on in silence, but Rhiannon was still worried the dragon would somehow tell on her.

She decided to ask Maladox. He knew as much about history as the average stickleback, but he was a no-nonsense man with a knack for cutting to the heart of the matter. He’d help her decide what to do next.

Dervish led them through the blood-maple portal, and Rhiannon felt the familiar cold on her face. They continued to the Veiled City and landed at the eyrie. On the staging deck, Chirrup, Dervish, and several eyrie hands tended to the wounded dragons. Rhiannon and the others carried Strages toward the infirmary. Somehow, the people of the city knew. Hundreds of them watched from walkways, decks, and the distant promenade.

Rhiannon bustled into the infirmary with the others. They were just laying Strages on the bed in the mending room when Yeriel burst in, her lilac eyes glowing. She stroked the scar-covered ruin of Strages’ head with a tenderness that surprised Rhiannon, then bent down and whispered into his ear, “It’s me. I’m here.”

Snow on the Mountain, Sable, Cordney, and Rhiannon exited to the larger room with the twin rows of beds. Moth stayed with Yeriel and Strages.

Snow pointed Sable and Cordney to two beds. “Lie down. Let me tend to those wounds.”

Sable practically fell into the nearest bed. Cordney lay gently on another. As Rhiannon headed for the exit, Snow snapped, “Where do you think you’re going?”

“Home,” Rhiannon told her, “unless you need me.”

Snow looked her up and down then shook her head and turned away.

Maladox, it turned out, wasn’t in his burrow, but Rhiannon spotted him on a bridgebough, carrying a basket of mushrooms. He seemed preoccupied and didn’t notice her until he was halfway to the deck outside his door. He stopped near the entry mat. “Oh,” he said without a hint of emotion, “you’re back.”

After an uncomfortable silence, Rhiannon said, “Can we talk?”

“S’pose.” They went inside, and Maladox set the mushrooms near the wash basin. “Did you get your precious paragon, then?”

“We did.” Rhiannon sat at the tiny kitchen table. “But something happened.”

Maladox raised a hand without so much as looking at her. “Before you say a word, I’ve been thinking.” He used a tiny brush to scrape dirt from a mushroom. “You’re pretty settled here, now. You don’t really need me to watch over you, and Ircundus is bothered by the ivories. I’ll be leaving soon, so maybe it’d be best if you spoke to Yeriel.”

“I can’t. Not about this. I can’t speak to any of them about it.”

“Not even Dervish?”

“No. It’s about the Ruining. It’s about Yeriel and Strages and all the rest, even Faedryn.”

Maladox turned toward her, his brows arched. “What about Faedryn?”

She told him about the torture chamber, the battle, their hair-raising escape. Maladox tossed the mushroom and the tiny brush into a glazed bowl, picked up his beaten leather smoking pouch from a side table, filled his pipe, and lit it. He sat down across from her and puffed away, and the room filled with the fragrance of the smoke. When she told him how Morraine had ordered Llorn to kill her, he glowered and pointed the stem of his pipe at her. “Sounds like your mother. I’m surprised Llorn disobeyed.”

Rhiannon had been surprised at the time, too, but not anymore. She could still see Llorn glaring at Morraine when she’d given the order. She wondered if Llorn was starting to regret raising her mother from the dead.

“Point is,” Rhiannon continued, “we’ve all been assuming this is a battle of good versus evil, of Alra and her righteous followers versus Faedryn and his demons. The truth may be far different.”

Maladox blew a thin stream of smoke toward the ceiling. “Your mother mentioned a game?”

“Yes.” Rhiannon wrinkled her nose at the tabbaq’s pungent aroma. “Then she called it a dance. She made it sound deadly, like the paragons and Faedryn were locked in a struggle for something Enwe had promised them.”

“Who the fuck’s Enwe?”

Rhiannon shrugged. “Someone like the paragons? Or what they became, anyway? I got the impression Yeriel wasn’t always so powerful. Same for Strages and the others. And if that’s true of them, I wonder if it’s true of Faedryn.”

Maladox’s teeth clacked on the mouthpiece of the pipe. “Alra too, maybe…”

Rhiannon hadn’t thought of that. “Heavens above and hells below… Alra can’t be like the others.”

“Why not? You said Faedryn might be one of these contestants, and he beat Alra.”

“He didn’t beat her.”

“Well, he certainly didn’t lose!”

Rhiannon didn’t know what to say. Druin lore and Church gospel said Alra was a powerful goddess who’d sacrificed herself for the good of man. But what if they were lying? What if Alra was merely another player in the game, and she’d lost? The druins would flay Rhiannon for saying such a thing. The Church would burn her. Everyone else would call her mad. That didn’t mean it wasn’t true, though.

Maladox chewed on his pipe stem, puffed, and blew another long stream of smoke. “Yeriel knows the truth of it.”

“I know, but I can’t admit any of this to her.”

“You sure? She seems to trust you.”

“That’ll mean nothing the moment I start poking into her past.”

Maladox’s belly jiggled as he laughed. “Well, you’re not going to just blurt it out, are you? Talk about Strages. Ask what he was like before the Ruining. Talk about how long he’s been gone and why Yeriel’s so bloody keen to get him back. Make her think talking about the past is her idea. That’s how secrets slip.”

He was right, but… “I’m no good at that sort of thing.”

“Get good, quick, because if you’re right about this…?” He shook his head. “Feels like the great game is about to resume.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I was talking to a few wardens. Word is Cinder and Ember have already been awoken. The quintarchs are bringing them to the Holt to get Strages back – or maybe kill him – and send as many Red Knives to their graves as possible while they’re at it. But Strages is here now. I reckon that means they’ll be coming to Gonsalond instead.”

“They won’t be able to pierce the veil.”

“You willing to bet your life on that? They have two paragons with them.”

Yeriel had said Faedryn was manipulating people through the maze. Had he been angling for a war against Gonsalond all along? For all Rhiannon knew, Cinder and Ember were his allies. Or maybe, like the quintarchs, they were unwitting tools in Faedryn’s quest to free himself. Maladox was right. Yeriel was her best chance to find out. Rhiannon just had to wheedle the truth out of her.

Rhiannon stood and headed for the door. “I’ll talk to her.”

“Hold on.” Maladox tugged open a pouch at his belt and took out an inky black dragon scale, one of Ircundus’s lucertae. He held it out to Rhiannon. “Take this.”

She accepted it, and it struck her just how much Maladox had done for her since Brother Mayhew had died. “Thank you.”

“It’s just a scale.”

“I mean for everything. For coming here. Helping me.”

“You talk like I’m never going to see you again.” She started to say that was precisely what she was doing, but he waved her away. “None of that, now. Just promise me you’ll be careful.”

She kissed the crown of his head. “I promise.”

After a long bath in her own burrow and a change into a nice winter dress, Rhiannon headed to the infirmary. When they told her Yeriel had taken Strages to the palace, she went there instead and requested an audience. A steward with kind brown eyes led her to a sitting room with upholstered armchairs, a hearth, and a carpet with floral designs. She sat and waited as patiently as she could manage, watching cant come and go through the windows.

“What are you doing here?” Snow on the Mountain, still wearing blood-stained armor, was standing in the archway to the hall.

“I’ve come to talk to Yeriel.”

Rhiannon hoped Snow would leave, but she stepped into the room, sat across from Rhiannon, and stared into Rhiannon’s eyes. She looked strangely pretty, like a blood-soaked flower.

“I’m sorry if I’ve treated you harshly,” Snow finally said.

“It’s all right.”

“It’s just, when Hellebore was hurt, I couldn’t help myself.”

“She’s your be—”

“Don’t interrupt me.”

“Sorry.” Rhiannon tried to compose herself, certain she looked like a fool. “Go on.”

Snow stared at her another moment, then continued. “Yes, Hellebore is my beloved, and yes, I care a great deal about what happens to her – more than I can express in words – but as much as I care for her, I care about protecting the Holt more. The world must be protected from Faedryn, and that means keeping the world out. It means keeping Faedryn’s prison untouched, keeping Faedryn himself in check. More and more, those things are threatened, and you had the misfortune of showing up just as things were getting worse. You’re not to blame for the destruction of Strages’ shrine, nor the Red Knives trying to use him, nor the waking of Cinder and Ember, but I did blame you.”

Rhiannon waited. She didn’t want to interrupt.

“You did well bringing Hellebore home,” Snow continued. “You did well rescuing Strages. You’ve done everything Yeriel and Sable and Moth have asked of you. Even your friend, the talking badger, has proved himself useful from time to time. So please, accept my apologies. I won’t let my emotions cloud my judgment any longer.” She stood and smiled crookedly. “I’ll try not to, anyway.”

She walked away, and Rhiannon realized Yeriel was standing in the archway. Snow bowed to her and left. Yeriel sat down in the empty chair. She looked exhausted. Even her black hair moved lethargically.

“You wished to speak with me,” Yeriel said.

Rhiannon nodded. “How’s Strages?”

“He’s resting.”

“Good,” Rhiannon said. “Thank you for seeing me. I only wanted to share something I overheard in the dungeon.”

“Go on.”

Rhiannon was suddenly nervous. Sharing her mother’s conversation with Strages would reveal how much she knew, and there was a very real chance Yeriel wouldn’t react kindly to it. But she couldn’t stop now. “When I got to the dungeon, my mother was talking with Strages. I couldn’t hear everything, but she said she’d been listening to his dreams. I overheard the name Daedemar.”

Yeriel’s eyes flashed. “Daedemar?”

“Yes. She was asking what happened to him. I got the impression you and Strages knew him and that you changed somehow after you met him.”

“What did Strages say?”

“He was angry. He threatened to kill everyone in the fort. Then my mother mentioned a game, a great game.”

Yeriel’s hair settled on her shoulders. Rhiannon hadn’t seen it do that before and had no idea how to interpret it.

“What sort of game?” Yeriel asked.

Rhiannon had to be careful. She had to offer up just enough information to see if Yeriel would share more of the truth with her. “I didn’t hear most of it,” she said, “but Strages said she’d made herself his enemy. Something like that.”

“Anything else?”

“No. Moth and Sable came back and the Knives showed up right after.”

Yeriel’s hair rose and flowed like river moss. “Is that all?”

“Yes. But the game… It felt like something my mother wanted to use somehow.”

“Use in what way?”

“I’m not certain. To help the Knives fight the empire?” Rhiannon was tempted to mention the bit about her mother somehow joining Strages in the great game, but it felt like too much, too fast. She had to see how Yeriel would respond first.

Yeriel glanced at the fire in the hearth. “I don’t know what your mother intends, but the game she was referring to is the one we’re playing now. The game of crowns and scepters. The game of kings and queens and empires.” Yeriel stood, and Rhiannon stood with her. “As for Daedemar, he hoped to join us as one of Alra’s protectors. Alra nearly agreed until Strages and I discovered he was Faedryn’s man. If I changed after we confronted him, it was because I was hurt. I thought him pure of heart, but he wasn’t. He was a liar and hoped to overthrow the goddess.”

“What happened to him?”

“I killed him.”

Rhiannon had more questions, but her mouth had gone dry, so she just nodded. It was probably a blessing in disguise. If she’d kept talking, Yeriel would have seen right through her and done to her what she’d done to Daedemar.

“Is there more?” Yeriel asked.

Rhiannon shook her head.

“Very well,” Yeriel said. “Thank you for telling me. If you think of anything else, please let me know.”
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FORTY: RYLAN

The first thing Rylan did after waking was check on Vedron. She was still alive, thank the fates, but her breathing was disturbingly shallow. He stood and cleared the lean-to. This woke Vedron. She opened her eyes, crusty with mucus, took a deep breath and let it out in a long huff. Then she warbled a short trill.

“Good morning to you, too, girl. You saved my life, you know.” He hugged her massive head. “Raef’s, too.”

Vedron snorted.

“I don’t like him, either, but he could’ve killed me and he didn’t.”

Vedron closed her eyes again.

Rylan collected more herbs and grass and put a fresh poultice on her wound. He fed her as much snow as she would take to keep her hydrated. Then he went hunting. He needed food and so did Vedron. He set eight traps, and when he checked them later, he’d netted four coneys. He roasted one over a fire and ate it and gave the rest to Vedron, whole and uncooked.

As cant approached and Vedron slept, Rylan sat by the fire, thinking about all that had happened. Chances were good Andros had learned of his escape. He might come hunting for Rylan so news of his treachery wouldn’t reach Glaeyand. But the shard was more important. Andros had likely given it to Kalden, and Kalden likely still had it. Rylan could go to him and try to reason with him. Or he could take matters into his own hands. He knew Kalden’s estate well enough. He could sneak in and take it back.

Vedron mewled in her sleep. Rylan didn’t want to leave her, but she’d recovered steadily during the day. She’d be all right until morning.

He stroked her jaw until she opened her eyes. “I have to go,” he said.

She cooed and sent him a vision of her old hunting grounds.

“I’d like nothing more,” Rylan said, “but I can’t. Not yet. I have to go back home. It’s important.”

She growled, but only to express her disappointment. Then she closed her eyes and went back to sleep.

“I’ll be back before morning,” he said, in case she was still listening.

He jogged up a path well wide of the imperial encampment. Cant arrived with a splash of crimson, and Nox’s purple glow spread over the forest. He spied the squat buildings of Tallow two hours later. He skirted the village and took a winding stairway up toward Glaeyand. When he approached his burrow, vacant these past few months, he was struck by a sudden and inexplicable panic that it was being watched, or that someone was inside, waiting for him. He hid behind a rain barrel and scanned the deck, the windows, and the nearby walkways.

He was swept back to lazy days, sitting on the deck outside his home while reading. Or puffing on a pipe with Hollis while life rolled by on the myriad walkways, decks, and burrows above them. He wondered if he’d ever get that life back.

“Only if you fight for it,” he said under his breath.

Convinced the burrow was empty and he wasn’t being watched, he crossed the walkway and went inside. Everything was as he’d left it, plus some dust and cobwebs. He went to his bookshelves and opened up the false back on the lowest shelf. He pushed aside the coin chest, opened the canvas bag, and pulled out a set of cat’s claws, climbing gear with thick leather straps and sharpened steel hooks that could penetrate a citadel’s tough bark. He looked at his books for a minute, gazed longingly at his pouch of tabbaq, then sighed and went back out to the chill night.

It was late, but people were still out on the walkways. Rylan avoided them when he could, taking little-used walkways around the city’s edge. Two men in wide leather hats exited a seedy tavern in front of him. One was tall and had a lurching gait. The other was squat with a round face. They reminded Rylan of the proverbial stork and bullfrog.

“I’m telling you,” said Bullfrog, “you could hardly throw a dart without hitting a quintarch.”

Stork replied, loud and reedy, “Well, I didn’t see any.”

Rylan tipped his head to them as he passed, but the men paid him no mind.

“You were downtree all day, weren’t you,” Bullfrog grumbled. “First, Zabrienne passes me with her entire praetorian guard, then Marle walks by all alone, if you can believe it. I swear, he stared at me with that dead eye of his like he wanted to slit my neck. I only saw Lucran from across the market, but he had four praetorians flanking him. It were definitely him.”

Rylan hoped he wasn’t too late. The quintarchs in Glaeyand could only mean one thing. He turned around and called to the men. “Pardon me, was there a vote today?”

Both men stopped and spun about. Bullfrog laughed, shaking his double chins. “And where’ve you been? A lynx burrow?”

“Something like that.”

“Aye, there were a vote” – the tall fellow bowed comically – “if it please you, master.”

“Who won?”

Stork elbowed Bullfrog, and Bullfrog said, “Kalden Lyndenfell, it were.”

“And about time, too,” said Stork, continuing along the bridgebough. “His sister weren’t getting anything done, were she?”

Bullfrog waddled to catch up, and they strode away, chuckling.

Rylan didn’t know what Kalden’s rise to the imperatorship would mean, precisely, but it couldn’t be good. He picked up his pace, passed the market, the city square, the expansive eyrie and its staging deck, and stopped next to a citadel below Kalden’s estate, which hung by thick hawsers between the tree and three others.

He checked that no one was around, then he buckled the cat’s claws around his boots and wrists and began to climb. Each move up was a slap of the claws, a testing of the weight, another slap if it felt insecure, then a lift. It was dangerous, but Rylan had practiced endlessly back in Thicket, often with Blythe, sometimes with others. Raef had even joined them one time, years before he’d lost his left hand. After a few minutes, he reached one of the estate’s heavy supports. He climbed onto the massive hawser, caught his breath, and peered beyond the deck ahead of him and through the windows of Kalden’s den.

The den seemed the most likely place where Kalden would have hidden the shard. He had a safe hidden in the floor, and the key in a false-bottomed drawer hidden in the cabinet behind his desk. The windows were dark, which meant the room was empty, or at least Rylan hoped it was. All he had to do was crawl across the thick hawser, search the den, and leave with no one the wiser. He’d hardly crawled three paces when the door to the den opened and light spilled inside. Bashira strode into the den with a lamp. She looked the same as when she’d worked for Rylan’s father: dark hair smoothed into a tail, black uniform, stiff posture and crisp movements. She lit two more lanterns, tidied the desk, and left the room. A short while later Kalden, the new imperator, walked in and went to his desk. Bashira re-entered the room with Andros, bowed to Kalden, and left.

Kalden sat and laced his fingers over his belly. Andros stood across from him. They spoke for a time, Andros gesticulating in what seemed to be an angry manner. Rylan couldn’t hear what they were talking about, but then Kalden reached into his desk and pulled out the shard. It had been cleaned of the ink Rylan had stained it with and glittered brightly in the lamplight. Kalden held it out, apparently offering it to Andros, but Andros shook his head and didn’t take it. The conversation became so heated that Rylan could hear their rumbling through the windows. Kalden shouted something, and Andros snatched the shard, stomped out of the room, and slammed the door behind him.

Kalden swiveled his chair toward the windows. Rylan lay down and clung to the hawser. Kalden seemed to be peering straight at Rylan, but he didn’t make any motion that indicated he saw him.

Suddenly, Kalden grimaced and pressed a hand to his chest; then he stood up, snuffed the lanterns, and left the den.

Andros left Kalden’s estate along a rope bridge to Rylan’s left and headed toward the eyrie. Rylan hoped he wasn’t going directly to the quintarchs to deliver the shard.

He shimmied back along the hawser to the citadel and made his way down. When he reached the ringwalk, he removed the cat’s claws and pounded along the walkways toward the eyrie.

The eyrie’s triangular staging deck was lit by a bevy of hurricane lamps. Andros was already on the walkway to Magnor’s nest. Quinn, an eyrie hand, was fitting Magnor’s bridle over the silver dragon’s narrow snout. Rylan sprinted toward the staging deck, but Andros mounted and Magnor launched from the nest.

Maybe it was for the best. Rylan didn’t know what he would have done if he’d caught up to Andros. At least now he could follow him and perhaps speak to him in private, away from Glaeyand. But he could only do that if he had a dragon.

Vedron was out of the question. She was hurt, and even if she wasn’t, he needed to leave immediately. He knew Quinn well enough. He might cajole the lad into letting him take a dragon, but he also might make Rylan speak to eyrie master Jorrik first. Jorrik would almost certainly refuse Rylan outright and tell him to get Kalden’s permission.

Rylan would have to sing to one and coax it to obey him. Some of the dragons, having hunted during the day, would have full bellies. They’d be the most lethargic and the least likely to make a fuss, but they’d be slow for a time, which could jeopardize the pursuit of Andros. Rylan was peering at the nests, trying to figure out which dragon to take, when he spotted the big indurium, Bothymus, flapping his silvery blue wings. A moment later, Lorelei stepped onto the staging deck. She paused halfway across the deck, took off her tricorn hat, and scratched her scalp. She waved toward the nests, and Bothymus uttered a low gurgle that ended in a hair-raising shriek.

As Lorelei pulled her hat back on and continued across the deck, Rylan ran toward her over a rope bridge. He was so embarrassed he’d avoided her earlier that he nearly stopped and turned around. But he couldn’t. He needed to talk to her. “Lorelei?” She stopped and put her hand on her rapier. Rylan ran into the light. “Lorelei, I need your help.”

Lorelei peered at him. “Rylan?”

“Yes.”

She smirked at him. “I’m sorry, did you just say you need my help?”

“I did… I do, and I need it now.”

Lorelei laughed. “The man who disappeared off the face of the earth needs my help.”

“I’m so sorry about that, but I can explain everything on the way.”

She stabbed a finger at him. “Explain now, or I’m not taking you anywhere.”

He stepped close to her and whispered, “It’s to do with the shard. Andros has it. You must have seen him on your way in. He’s taking it somewhere, possibly to the quintarchs. We need to stop him.”

She glowered and rolled her eyes so angrily they turned white for a moment. “I can’t even believe I’m considering it.”

“Please, Lorelei.”

“Stone and scree, let’s go.” She stomped back toward the nests. “But this better be good or I’m going to tell Bothymus to drop you mid-flight.”

Rylan said nothing. His story was going to reveal what a fool he’d been. His only hope, he reckoned, was to make Lorelei remember she didn’t always hate him.

When they entered Bothymus’s nest, the big indurium stared down at Lorelei, shifted his moonstone gaze to Rylan, and trumpeted. Rylan was too frazzled to tell what it meant. They climbed up into his saddle, Rylan held onto Lorelei’s waist, and Bothymus launched with a great whump of his wings.
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FORTY-ONE: RYLAN

Rylan held on to Lorelei’s waist as Bothymus winged west. Magnor was up ahead of them, barely visible through the silhouetted citadels. Lorelei kept a distance lest Andros spot them, but they were so far back it worried Rylan. If Andros managed to spot them, he’d be able to throw them off his trail with ease. But Magnor flew steadily on, which made Rylan wonder if Andros’s anger was partly to blame for his inattention.

Bothymus wove around a citadel, and they lost sight of Magnor momentarily.

“The saddle has loops, you know,” Lorelei said.

Rylan hadn’t realized he’d lowered his hands to her hips.

When they were young, Rylan and Blythe taught each other how to fly, often poorly, and only years later did they have enough money to buy saddles. The experience had left bad habits. Rylan so rarely rode second seat that he’d hardly ever thought about it after his uncle was put to death and he was forced to move to Glaeyand. He grabbed the loops. “You’ll have a harder time dropping me now.”

“I think I can manage.”

He was about to tell her about what he’d seen at Kalden’s estate when Bothymus dipped below a bridgebough and Rylan got a glance at the indurium’s bridle. Where the fetter would normally be was a glittering blue lucerta in a kind of window. “Wait, have you bonded with Bothymus?”

“I thought that was obvious,” Lorelei said, “and you’re stalling. How did Kalden end up with the shard?”

“Andros gave it to him.”

“And how did Andros—”

“He took it from me, Lorelei. I found it in the crater below Ancris and hid it away. I didn’t know what to do with it.”

They soared silently over a scattering of frozen ponds. Rylan couldn’t see Lorelei’s face to tell if she was angry or not.

“I’m such an idiot,” she said at last. “The thought entered my mind, of course, but I talked myself out of it. I thought you might hide something like that from Lucran or Skylar, maybe even Creed, but not from me.”

“I wanted to tell you,” Rylan said lamely. “I really did, but you might have told someone else. Creed, Kellen, Skylar, probably Ash and Lucran, too.”

Magnor banked right and headed west along the Diamondflow. Lorelei tugged on Bothymus’s reins to follow while staying in the forest. “You don’t think they deserve to know?”

“Sorry, but no. If Lucran learned of it, he would’ve demanded I give it to him.”

“And why shouldn’t he? The shard belongs to Ancris.”

“No, it doesn’t. The shard predates the city, predates even the shrine that the city was built around. If it belongs to anyone, it’s Alra, or maybe Strages.” Rylan paused, unsure how to make Lorelei understand. “Right or wrong, I hid the shard because I didn’t trust the quintarchs or the illustrae. They all have ulterior motives. They’re all fallible.”

“I understand that, but you must have known someone would come for the shard eventually. By keeping it, you endangered yourself and all of Ancris.”

“I know, but—”

“This is bigger than you, Rylan. Bigger than your family and the Kin. Bigger even than the Holt, which I’m all but certain was what you were worried about when you decided to hold onto it. It affects the empire. It affects the world.”

Andros followed the river to the left, and Lorelei adjusted their course.

“Look,” Rylan said, “I know how important it is.”

“I found something, Rylan.” The way she said it, it sounded important.

“What?”

“A woman named Kressa taught me to speak to the trees, like Rygmora did. I saw the Ruining. A part of it, anyway. There’s so much more going on than we realized.” She told him about the ritual in the meadow and the wild visions the trees had shared with her. Alra and Yeriel had set a trap for Faedryn, she told him, and Strages had helped. Faedryn and the paragons had presided over Alra’s death, and the Heartstone had split into six pieces. “What I still can’t get my head around is how Alra and Faedryn spoke to everyone else. It wasn’t like gods commanding mortals. They treated them as rivals. Equals, in a way.”

Rylan was speechless. “But the Church, the druins, even the sedge witches and warlocks agree that Alra is the supreme goddess.”

“And yet she died.”

“But trapped Faedryn in doing so.”

“Who we’re told was nigh invincible.”

“Look, it’s one thing to say the Church hid the truth about the shrines and the paragons. It’s another to say they lied about Alra and Faedryn, too.”

“I saw what I saw, Rylan…”

“Maybe the trees lied. Or maybe they’re remembering it wrong.”

“I don’t think so.”

“They’re living beings. They could make mistakes.”

“Rylan, listen to me. When Yeriel met with Alra on her deathbed, it became clear that Yeriel’s reward for helping Alra was to be awakened and freed from her shrine. Alra warned her against awakening Strages. He’d been her lover. She said it would only make Yeriel hunger for Alra’s soul. Faedryn’s, too.”

“What, like they’re draugrs or something?”

“I guess so. She told Yeriel to remain alone, to experience joy and love for as long as she could, because the great game would resume soon enough.”

“Maybe she was referring to the way all men vie for power.”

“It sure didn’t sound that way. And they spoke of hunger. I took it as hungering for the souls of the others, a compulsion of some sort meant only for them. And not just for Alra and Yeriel, but Faedryn and the other paragons, too.”

Everything about the shard started to feel a bit more menacing. “What’ve we gotten ourselves into?”

“I don’t know, but we need to find out, and fast.”

Andros began to descend.

“We’re headed toward Two Rivers,” Rylan said.

Two Rivers was where the Sparlight, in spectacular fashion, fed into the Diamondflow. Waterfalls from the converging rivers produced a constant roar. It was a convenient place to meet since everyone in the Holt knew where it was and close conversations could not be overheard thanks to the rushing water. Rylan wondered who would be waiting there for Andros and the shard.

The forest thinned, then stopped altogether. Bothymus veered left and remained between the trees. Magnor continued over the widening river. The two waterfalls were about a quarter mile ahead. A pair of dragons with riders were standing on the rocky plateau between them, fanning their wings and lashing their tails.

One dragon was dark blue, the other red. Rylan could tell from their dull scales that they were umbrals. “He’s meeting the Red Knives.”

Lorelei smacked the saddle horn. “Bluff and broken bones, what in the seven hells is going on?”

“No idea, but Andros seemed angry when Kalden spoke to him. I bet this was why.” They needed to get close, but flying in alone would be suicide, and the plateau and the land around it was largely flat. Bothymus would be spotted as soon as they left the trees. “We need to land,” Rylan said, “go there on foot. Find out what’s going on.”

Lorelei glanced over her shoulder. “All right.”

They soared above a rocky bluff and landed in a clearing well wide of the river. Lorelei grabbed her rapier and slid down Bothymus’s shoulder. Rylan followed her down and started toward the river, but Lorelei lingered near Bothymus.

“Be ready,” she told the big indurium. “Don’t take any chances, all right? We play this smart.” She sounded as if she were speaking to a fellow inquisitor. She scratched the wattle beneath his chin, and Bothymus gurgled appreciatively. Then she rummaged in his saddlebags, took out a crossbow and a quiver of bolts, and handed them to Rylan.

“What about you?” Rylan asked as he strapped the quiver to his leg.

She put a hand on the basket hilt of her rapier. “I’ve got this.” Then she headed out at a fast jog.

They crunched along a path through the undergrowth to the river. Andros, Magnor, and the two umbral dragons were partly hidden behind a shallow rise, which also served to hide Rylan and Lorelei as they waded, then swam, across the frigid water – no need to be quiet, as loud as the waterfalls were.

They scaled the bank, soaking wet in a half crouch, and lay shivering on their bellies at the top. Magnor bristled and lashed his tail at the auburn. The auburn’s rider sat in the saddle, his attention apparently fixed on Andros. Beyond the auburn, Llorn’s fearsome cobalt Fraoch twisted her great horned head as if straining against an invisible leash.

Andros, standing between Magnor and the umbrals, gesticulated wildly as he spoke to Llorn. Llorn, arms over his chest, looked displeased as always.

“Seven hells,” Lorelei said. “Are you sure Kalden sent him here?”

“As sure as I can be, yes.”

“But why?”

“To deliver the shard to Llorn.” Rylan loaded the crossbow. “I’ve no idea why, but we have to stop them.”

Lorelei nodded. “Seems we have no choice.” She closed her eyes and whispered, “To me, Bothymus.” Then she took a blue indurium lucerta, the sort ferrymen used to traverse the maze, and put it on her tongue.

Llorn shouted something at Andros, but Rylan couldn’t make out the words over the roar of the falls. Andros yelled, too, and they went back and forth for a moment. Then Andros stuffed his hand into his belt pouch, drew out the shard, and handed it to Llorn. Llorn spun around immediately and walked toward Fraoch, but he hadn’t gone three steps when the auburn’s rider whistled. The auburn blew a misty red cloud at Magnor. Andros dove to the rocks. Magnor shrieked, swept his wings, and disappeared with a piercing, shatter-glass sound that made Rylan’s ears hurt. He reappeared some twenty paces away, wide of the cloud.

Rylan and Lorelei rushed downslope around the billowing cloud. Lorelei drew her rapier. Rylan raised the crossbow.

Magnor vanished again and reappeared next to the auburn. The auburn roared and coughed a dark cloud toward the smaller silver, but Magnor disappeared again, reappeared behind the auburn, and raked its back with his wing talons. The auburn spun around. Magnor, in blurring movement, reared his head back and head-butted the auburn with a loud crunch. The auburn collapsed to the stony ground, twitching and convulsing, throwing its rider onto the rocks.

Bothymus emerged from the citadels and soared over the lower stretch of water. Andros drew his gladius and faced Llorn, who vaulted to Fraoch’s saddle. The thrown Knife got up, drew his sword, and charged Andros. Andros swung his own sword viciously at the man. The two swords clanged in a shower of sparks.

Rylan aimed the crossbow at Llorn.

Lorelei shouted, “Stop, in the name of the empire!”

Llorn laughed and snapped Fraoch’s reins.

Rylan let fly, but Fraoch reared, and the bolt flew past him and over the falls.

Magnor’s gleaming silver wings began to quaver; he crouched and snarled and snapped his jaws, then he flopped down on the stones. He hadn’t been in the auburn’s cloud long, but he didn’t have to be.

The auburn went slack as freshly butchered meat. Its tail splashed into the frothing water.

Bothymus rose from below the falls, his wings shining with excruciatingly bright colored light. The big indurium roared so loud it tickled Rylan’s cheeks.

The dragonrider fighting Andros lowered his sword and stared, mouth agape, at Bothymus. Andros cut him down with a vicious chop.

Lorelei was staring straight at Bothymus’s blinding luminance. Rylan pulled her sleeve and tried to make her look away, but she snatched her arm from him. “Don’t,” she said, and took the crossbow from him.

The lucerta, Rylan realized. Lorelei was using it to protect herself from Bothymus’s light. Ingenious.

Fraoch spun in a circle and spat a stinking blue cloud. The mighty sweeping of Bothymus’s wings spread the gas out over the rocky plateau. Rylan held his breath.

Lorelei fired the crossbow into the cloud. Rylan heard the bolt clank on the rocks. Fraoch emerged from the cloud, winging hard toward the forest.

“Godsdammit!” Lorelei spat.

Bothymus’s wings faded, and the river and forest plunged back into murky dimness. He hovered and snaked his neck back and forth erratically. Then he stopped beating his wings and dropped like a stone.

“Bothymus!” Lorelei sprinted to the drop-off. Rylan chased after.

Bothymus was clinging the edge of the plateau with his wing talons. Magnor rose from behind them, stretched his neck over the cliff, clamped his jaws onto Bothymus’s horns, and helped pull the much bigger indurium onto the plateau.

Andros watched it all happen, then blinked hard as if confused.

Rylan ignored him and scanned the forest beyond the water, where Fraoch had flown. He caught a hint of flapping wings among the citadels, then nothing.

The auburn Magnor had head-butted lay still on the stone ground, dead or unconscious. Its rider, also still, lay on a puddle of ice, his head lolled to one side.

Lorelei stood over him, rapier in hand, and took the lucerta from her mouth. “Bloody… fucking… hells.”
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FORTY-TWO: LORELEI

Lorelei stared into the flames of a flickering fire, replaying the events at the falls over and over again. Rylan had taken her and Andros to an underground burrow on the edge of Tallow after they’d hidden Bothymus and Magnor in a narrow defile a few miles away. She could feel Bothymus through their shared bond. He was worried and that was making her nervous, so she let her awareness of their bond fade.

Rylan had set out immediately for Glaeyand to fetch Creed. He’d assured Lorelei he’d be fine on the way up to Valdavyn, but so much could go wrong. Andros, meanwhile, had taken a lungful of Fraoch’s breath and was still talking gibberish. Rylan had told him to sleep off the effects, and Andros had fallen into bed as soon as they reached the burrow. Lorelei didn’t much like Andros, but she wished he would wake. Sitting alone and staring into a fire was starting to get to her. She kept picturing a Red Knife or an imperial dracora capturing Rylan, and she knew what would happen then.

When she could contain her anxiousness no longer, she headed upstairs, opened the axe-gouged door with the smashed lock, and stepped over the bloodstains on the flagstones. She stared at the stones awhile. “What’ve you been up to, Rylan?”

She could only guess how difficult it had been for him since leaving Ancris. Hiding all the time. People chasing him. She still believed he’d made the wrong choice in hiding the shard, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t worry over him. She thought again about the kiss she’d given him in The Bent Tulip, then banished the memory as useless.

She closed the door and started toward Glaeyand, but stopped when she heard the crunch of footsteps and muted conversation from the forest ahead. She put a hand on her rapier and peered through the trees, but it was only Rylan and Creed.

“About time,” Lorelei told them as they came near.

“Unavoidably detained,” Creed said.

They went back inside, and Lorelei led them down the corkscrew stairs. “By what?”

“Can we sit first?” Creed asked. “Rylan woke me from a dead sleep.”

In the warm sitting room, Creed and Lorelei sat in the rocking chairs. Rylan went into the kitchen, pulled three bottles of beer from a shelf, and opened them. He handed one each to Lorelei and Creed, then pulled up a stool so they formed an arc around the fire.

Rylan took a long swig, then closed his eyes and sighed. “Gods, that’s good.”

Creed glugged several swallows and nodded.

Lorelei found it overly bitter, but she suspected Rylan was referring to being alive and able to drink beer as much as the beer itself.

“Fill me in,” she said. “I’m dying here.”

Rylan took another swig. “I went to the servants’ deck and spoke to Lyssa, one of the cooks. She promised to get a message to Creed, but she also mentioned how tense things had been in Valdavyn.”

“Meaning what?” Lorelei asked.

“For months, Willow was barely holding onto the imperator’s seat, and Kalden was doing his best to shove her off it. Bashira’s been acting as chamberlain to Willow since my father died, but she’s been leaving Valdavyn more frequently. Lyssa was curious about it, so she followed her to an apothecary, a fellow named Sheaves. He deals drugs for the Knives from the back of his store and pays the constables to look the other way.”

Lorelei shrugged. “You’re saying Bashira has a drug habit?”

“No. Apparently, Bashira was there only a short time, and a few minutes later, a blond kid, sort of a rough-looking Deepwood boy, left. Raef runs with a boy named Irik who fits that description. When I set up a meeting with Willow to talk about the shard, Raef somehow found out about it.” Rylan paused. “I think Bashira told him.”

“So she’s a Knife?”

Rylan shook his head. “I doubt it, but I wouldn’t put it past the Knives to lean on her to get information. Whatever the case, I want to talk to her, see what she knows about Kalden and everything else that’s been going on.”

“Why bother?” Andros was standing in the doorway of the far bedroom, rubbing his eyes. “Kalden made a deal with the Knives. What’s Bashira going to tell you that you don’t already know?”

“The details,” Lorelei said. “They’re important.”

Rylan nodded. “Like what she told Irik and why, what they have planned, what happened to Kalden.”

Creed downed the last of his beer, set the bottle on the floor, and leaned back in the rocking chair, which creaked under his weight. Then he said to Andros, “Seems like you could shed some light on that stuff, no?”

Andros leaned against the kitchen counter and glowered at him. “I don’t know what happened to Kalden.”

“Then tell us what you do know,” Lorelei said.

Andros stared at Rylan, brow furrowed. “Two days ago, after I left the imperial encampment, I flew back to Glaeyand and gave the shard to Kalden. I thought he’d be overjoyed, but he didn’t even say anything when I handed it to him. Like he already knew. I asked him what he planned do with it but he dismissed me like a bloody servant, saying he needed time to think.”

Lorelei drummed her fingernails on her beer bottle. “Time to arrange the meeting, more like.”

Andros shrugged. “Probably. He called me in last night and told me to take it to Two Rivers and give it to Llorn fucking Bloodhaven.” Andros looked like he wanted to tear the burrow apart. “I still don’t know why.”

“He must’ve told you something,” Rylan said. “I saw you arguing with him.”

Andros glared at Rylan, then let out his breath in a noisy rush. “He said we needed Llorn to present a threat. I told him he was talking out of his puckered little arsehole, and he commanded me to do it as imperator. When I pressed him, he admitted he needed cover to get the empire into the Holt. His goal, as it has always been, is to eradicate the Knives, which would take a decade of war, if we even won. But inviting the empire onto our land without good cause would rile up the patricians. They might even rally against him. He said we needed a threat. A big one. And we can only get that if the Red Knives have the shard.”

Creed started, “He apparently convinced—”

“He didn’t convince me,” Andros spat. “I went because I’m loyal to the imperator.”

“Whatever the reason,” Creed continued calmly, “you delivered the shard. So what went wrong?”

“No idea.” Andros turned away from Creed and peered into the fire. “I gave it to them, just like Kalden said, and they attacked me.”

“You yelled something at him,” Rylan said. “I heard you.”

“They’re Knives, Rylan. I’m a dracora in service of the Holt. It was a bit of bile. Nothing to kill a man over.”

“Maybe they wanted you dead because you know about the deal,” Lorelei said.

Andros nodded. “Exactly. Or Kalden did…”

A silence followed, and it stretched on and on. Lorelei hoped someone else would say something while she tried to sort it all out in her head.

“Must feel strange,” Rylan finally said, “having your brother try to kill you.”

Creed looked confused. “But…” he began, but then he looked at Lorelei, and she shook her head. It wasn’t the right time to share what Rylan had told her about Andros leaving him and Raef for dead at the imperial encampment. Lorelei could only imagine how betrayed Rylan must have felt, how angry. Nevertheless, Rylan was so even-keeled about it, he seemed like he expected no less from Andros.

Andros brooded for a time. “I was angry, Rylan. Hiding the shard from me. From us. It caught me off guard.”

“Well,” Rylan said with mock cheer, “what’s a hanging between brothers? Water under the bridge.”

“I get why you hid it now,” Andros went on. “I’m not sure I’d have done the same, but I get why you did.”

Lorelei had felt the same way. She’d been so angry when he confessed to hiding the shard from her, but now she understood his fear.

Rylan looked up at Andros. “Forget about it. We have other problems to deal with.” Lorelei wondered if he meant it.

“So,” Creed said, “we have an imperator who seems ready to welcome the dreaded empire into the forest. We have a group of rebels, freedom fighters, murderers – call them what you will – who seem ready to unleash Strages on that same forest. The question is, what should we do about it?”

“We need to get to Bashira,” Rylan said.

“We need to get to Willow,” Andros countered. “I wouldn’t put it past Kalden to slap her in irons, or worse.”

“You’re right.” Rylan seemed a bit stunned. “We need to warn her.”

“We should do both,” Lorelei said. “Learn what we can from Bashira. Warn Willow and find out what she knows as well. Creed and I are welcome in Valdavyn.”

“Unless you were seen with me on Bothymus,” Rylan said.

“I’ll take that chance. And the quintarchs are still in Glaeyand. I doubt Kalden will do anything rash while they’re there.”

Andros no longer seemed angry. “I’ll talk to Willow.”

Rylan said, “A bit dangerous, don’t you think? You might be spotted.”

“I’ll wear a bloody disguise, Rylan. You’re not the only one who can sneak about.”

Rylan stood up. “Fine, but it seems like a waste of talent to send two inquisitors to fill in the quintarch.” He turned to Lorelei. “Care to join me while I try to corner Bashira?”

Lorelei paused for a second. She was so used to Rylan keeping his distance that she was caught flat-footed. She looked at Creed, and he shrugged. “All right, then.”

Andros looked like he was going to fall asleep standing. “I need to rest.” He headed back to the bedroom and called out a moment later. “That godsdamned cobalt turned my godsdamned knees to godsdamned jelly.”

Rylan showed Lorelei and Creed where the beds and bedding were; then he headed toward the stairwell.

“Wait,” Lorelei called, “where are you going?”

He paused at the foot of the stairs. “I need to check on Vedron.”

Lorelei nodded. She needed to talk to him, though. Everything had happened so fast since the eyrie, and the morrow would be just as busy. She told Creed she’d be right back and hurried up the stairs.

She found Rylan near the door, eyes closed, hands spread wide. He glanced her way, then closed his eyes again and whispered, “I’ll be back soon, I promise.”

“How’s she doing?” Lorelei asked.

“She’s past the worst of it now. She’s actually hungry.” He chuckled. “She showed me a memory of an elk she’d spotted in the forest near cantfall. I felt her stomach grumble.”

“I’m amazed you can feel so much,” Lorelei said. “I can sense Bothymus, but I can’t see his memories or know his feelings.”

“Keep trying. It takes time.”

She closed her eyes and pictured herself rubbing her indurium’s neck. Thank you, old friend. I’m glad you’re here with me. A moment later, her awareness of him deepened, but quickly disappeared. To Rylan, she said, “I’ll keep trying. And I’m glad about Vedron. I adore her, you know.”

“She likes you, too.” He smiled, which was rather charming in Nox’s dim purple light.

“What’s all this blood?” she asked, pointing to the flagstones with her toe. “And what happened to the door?”

“My friend who owns this burrow. He tried to warn me when I was here. I still don’t know what happened to him.” He glanced toward Tallow. “I need to go find out.”

“Then I won’t keep you.” She still had a lot of questions, but she felt uncomfortable asking them. She’d never had a problem when it came to her casework. Why was it so hard when it’s personal? “It’s just…”

“You want to know why I betrayed you.”

“I… wasn’t going to put it that way.”

“That’s because you’re kind and thoughtful. But Lorelei—”

“I really wanted to ask why you didn’t trust me.”

He turned away from her and looked into the forest. “I told you, I couldn’t trust what Lucran—”

“I know what you said, but you could’ve trusted me. I would have kept your secret, at least until we came up with a plan.”

Rylan glanced at the bloody flagstones; then he took Lorelei by the hand and led her a few paces from the gouged door. “Can you honestly say that if I’d told you I wanted to return the shard to the Holt and hide it somewhere that you wouldn’t have objected?”

He let go her hand, and she found she wished he hadn’t. “I might have objected but that doesn’t mean—”

“Ancris was destroyed because of that shard. More bloodshed is coming. I did you a favor hiding the shard from you.”

“Is that what you did? A favor?”

He pressed his lips into a thin line. “No. I’m sorry I said that. It was stupid. I did the best I could. I didn’t know what else to do.”

Ever since she was young, she’d been petrified of talking to boys, and later, men, in a way that even hinted at romance. It terrified her so much she’d simply stopped thinking of men that way. She found reasons to dislike them or to put distance between them. Goddess knew she had plenty of reasons to dislike Rylan, but there was something about him. She wasn’t sure what, but it was something.

She reached out and took his hand. “Sometimes, I wish you’d been born in the mountains. Or I’d been born in the Holt.” She wasn’t sure why she’d said it. It sounded foolish, but he smiled, which made it less foolish.

“I don’t.” He leaned in and kissed her cheek. “I like you just the way you are.” He let go her hand and she felt a deep, unexpected feeling of loss. Then he put his hand on her shoulder. “Get some sleep, Lorelei.”

He walked toward Tallow, and she watched him go until the crunch of his footsteps faded into the darkness. Then she stood there, breathing the cool night air and wondering what just happened.
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FORTY-THREE: MORRAINE

Morraine lay on an old canvas cot in a frigid room in an empty wing of Kallodhon’s Keep. The newly installed door’s straight, golden planks looked out of place among the crumbling stone walls, cracked ceiling, and dusty carpets.

The mossy wall to her right was a ruin of rubble with a hole to the outside. Through it, Morraine saw snow-covered marshlands and a fleet of tall clouds sailing across the bright blue sky. The gusting wind didn’t bother her, nor did the cold, nor even the ferret skittering in its nest in a corner of the room. She’d chosen that lonely place precisely because no one else would. The hundred or so Red Knives Llorn had gathered were sharing rooms on the far side of the keep, which was better for everyone.

Not only might she devour one or two of them at any time, she was also furious that Strages had been taken, that so many Knives had allowed it, and that Llorn had failed to stop Rhiannon and the Seven when he’d had the chance. Llorn still hadn’t returned with the Heartstone shard that Kalden Lyndenfell had offered him.

A vision of Sable and Moth carrying Strages away played through her mind. Perhaps it was fate’s way of giving her a hint. She probably couldn’t master the shard anyhow, which meant Strages would remain exactly where he was and everything she and Llorn had done will have been for naught.

After all she’d been through, she still hadn’t so much as touched Strages’ shard. She’d barely even seen it, just a glimmer on an island floating over Ancris. Then Rylan Holbrooke had spilled from his wounded dragon and sent the shard tink, tink, tinking across the stone floor. She could still see it sparkling as it slipped over the edge.

She would have felt more confident had she fully mastered Yeriel’s shard, but she’d had little time with it before Rhiannon yanked it from her neck in Glaeyand the night before the Sundering. As far as Morraine knew, Yeriel had it now.

She sat up, elbows on her aching knees, and peered over the marsh, wondering where Rhiannon was. A vision of the girl as a babe flashed before her eyes, and Morraine banished it. Sentimentality was a poison. Still, she wished Rhiannon had seen the necessity of overthrowing the imperator and taking back the Holt. It was the abbey. All that book learning. It rotted the brain.

True, she had told Llorn to kill the girl. It wasn’t a very motherly thing to do, and she regretted it had come to that, but it was the empire’s fault. Had the empire not killed her, she could have raised Rhiannon properly. Nevertheless, she must deal with things as they are. Rhiannon had chosen to side with the enemy.

“So be it,” Morraine groused to no one. “Then you’ll be treated like one.”

Llorn’s footsteps approached the door. She could sense him, as she could sense all nearby souls. Morraine stood and faced the door. It opened, and Llorn entered with a smile broad as the Diamondflow. In his gloved hands, he held a glittering, crystalline shard. “Kalden came through.”

Morraine could hardly believe it. She almost wanted to kiss him. Llorn handed her the shard, and she turned it over, admiring its pearlescent gleam. “Any trouble?”

Llorn shrugged. “Some. Nothing to worry about. Should we get started?”

“We?”

Llorn stared at her. “Fine, shouldn’t you get started? There’s no telling what Yeriel is up to, but wasting time won’t help us.”

As much as Morraine had looked forward to this moment, she found she was nervous. She had failed to master Yeriel’s shard and had to depend on Rhiannon to show her how to sense the gossamer thread and control the paragon. Now that it was up to her alone, would she fail?

If she somehow managed to kill Strages and take his place in Enwe’s great game, she might be able to drive the empire away. But she wasn’t so naive that she didn’t recognize the possibility that the game might control her. There was a compulsion of some sort born in the combatants. If what she’d learned from Strages’ dreams was true, the compulsion was powerful, maybe undeniable. It could very well force her to abandon her plans and focus on nothing else but trying to kill the other paragons.

“Morraine…?” Llorn was staring at her like he pitied her.

Gods, how she wanted to wipe that look off his face. Just then a hunger pang yawned inside her. She pressed a hand to her stomach in a vain attempt to quell it. How pitiful her existence had become. Feasting on living souls, but never able to satisfy her hunger.

Llorn gripped her shoulder. “Morraine…”

She slapped his hand away, then clutched the shard, hoping to sense the thread that tied it to Strages. She felt nothing, but she wasn’t truly prepared, either. “Clear the courtyard,” she said. “Clear the walls. Clear the field as well. I need to be alone to summon him.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

Morraine gave him some time, then walked out to the ramparts and stood there, holding the shard with both hands. The wind tugged at her red dress. She faced east, away from the setting sun, peered at the line of citadel trees beyond the road, and felt for Strages.

She sensed nothing, but she reckoned that was because Strages was far away and behind the veil. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and reached out again, recalling how she’d driven Yeriel away the one time she’d successfully used a shard, and she found him.

She ordered him to leave Gonsalond, but nothing seemed to happen except that her awareness of the thread dimmed. Perhaps it was her harsh command. She tried beckoning him instead, cajoling him, luring him.

The bright sun set, and the dark sun rose behind the forest. She tried to be patient. Whether it was due to that patience, the rising of the dark sun, or something else, her awareness of the thread grew. With it came a confidence that she could do as she wished with Strages. A thrill ran through her, knowing how close she was to getting what she wanted, but she tempered the emotion, lest it upset the delicate balance she’d managed to strike.

She deepened her connection to Strages and sensed his sudden awareness of her. His horror that she had the shard. He fought her. Fought her hard. But the power of the shard had reduced him to a bucking colt, kicking futilely. He couldn’t throw her, and soon enough, he’d tire. When he did, he’d be hers. She knew it, and Strages did, too.

His terror was delicious.

When the fight in him was gone, he would come to her, by any means necessary, and reunite with her in Kallodhon’s Keep. Then they would resume their little talks, and Morraine would learn what really happened in the days before the Ruining. She’d learn who Enwe was, and what she had promised to Strages, Yeriel, and all the rest.

With that goal shining in her mind like a guiding star, she found she didn’t much care if she never got around to ousting the empire from the Holt or not.
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FORTY-FOUR: RHIANNON

Rhiannon waited in the palace sitting room, staring at the glittering black lucerta Maladox had given her, wondering if she could really use it to sneak up to Yeriel’s apartments and spy on her. The very thought was making her hands tremble.

It was all too big for her. She should leave. Who was she but a cowardly little girl who’d grown up motherless in the Trinustine Abbey, after all? But if she didn’t learn the truth about Yeriel and Strages and the contest that was about to resume, who would?

She checked that she wasn’t being watched, placed the lucerta on her tongue, and drew on its power. The bright orange flames in the hearth were leeched of their color. The red carpet, brown bookshelves, and pale ivory walls turned to shades of gray. At Maladox’s urging, she’d practiced with Ircundus’s lucertae over the months and managed to reduce its river-like roar to a low susurrus. The sound now enveloping her, she took out her locket and sniffed a pinch of auris and umbris. The powder burned her nostrils, and the lucerta tasted more strongly of burnt garlic and lemon. It was altogether a very unpleasant experience.

She pressed the scale to the roof of her mouth and crept down the long hallway to a balcony with wooden railing. To her right, carpeted stairs led down toward the palace entrance. Ahead was a vast, open space with thick vines hanging down from the ceiling five stories above. Along the vines, clumps of candelabra glowed softly.

Rhiannon headed up the stairs to her left, toward Yeriel’s apartments. Halfway up them, two servants in green dresses headed down toward her. Rhiannon crouched against the curving wall, hoping to hells she hadn’t been spotted. One of the servants gazed over the railing, said something too soft for Rhiannon to hear above the lucerta’s nonstop rustling, and both tittered.

The taller maid, whose dress was fighting a valiant battle to contain her massive breasts, seemed to look directly at Rhiannon. Rhiannon cast an illusion of a man coughing, and the woman looked over the railing again. The other woman looked, too. Then they continued on their way.

Rhiannon released a pent-up breath and continued up. It seemed that other than the maids everyone was asleep, and she made it to the top floor, where Yeriel’s apartments were, without further incident.

She crept into Yeriel’s anteroom and hid behind the sofa, near the door that led to Yeriel’s bedchamber. A muffled conversation came from behind the door.

“At once, my lady,” a feminine voice said.

The door opened. A middle-aged servant woman stepped out and closed the door behind her. She glanced back, swallowed hard, and shivered, then left the sitting room in a rush. Rhiannon crept to the door and peered through the keyhole. Strages was lying in Yeriel’s bed, the covers drawn up to his waist, with Yeriel standing over him. He was every bit as scarred and twisted as Rhiannon remembered. His eyes were dark pits, his nose a gaping ruin.

Yeriel crossed her arms over her chest. “Morraine questioned you about Daedemar. She knows about us killing him. She knows I took him as a prize.”

“Who told you this?”

“Never mind that. Is it true? Did you tell Morraine about us?”

“She was in my dreams. There was nothing I could do.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because it doesn’t matter.”

“She knows about Enwe, and you say it doesn’t matter?”

Strages laughed wetly. “She knows little enough, and who is Morraine Bloodhaven but a dead woman pretending to still be alive?”

“Don’t make the same mistake I did when I woke. I scoffed at the power of the magi, the druins, the witches – everyone who wasn’t a paragon. Morraine is ambitious. She inherited much of her mother’s abilities. Now she knows about us, about Enwe, about her promise to lift us to godhood.”

Rhiannon’s heart pounded. Godhood?

“No,” Strages said. “She knows about the game. Her understanding of it is laughably naive.”

“What if she figures it out?”

“Then we’ll kill her.”

Yeriel passed in front of the keyhole again. “Ah, yes, I forgot. You’re the one paragon who can defy commands from his shard.”

“You’ll manage it, then. Or the sisters, your Seven. You said the veil would protect me.”

“I said it offered some protection. The veil cannot protect you from the shard forever.” Yeriel stopped at the foot of the bed and spoke more quietly. “We have time, even if they have the shard, but there’s a greater worry.”

Strages craned his neck and grimaced. “The hunger.”

Yeriel nodded. “How bad is it?”

“You know how bad it is.”

“You’ve been asleep for centuries. I have no idea what it’s like for you.”

Strages’ scarred brow furrowed. He coughed and pressed a hand to his stomach. “I feel it, but not as bad as it used to be.”

“It will grow.” Yeriel bit her lower lip. “I don’t know what to do.”

“There’s only one thing to do,” Strages said.

Yeriel crawled onto the bed beside Strages, took him into her arms, and held him close. “I don’t want it to end, love.”

“Neither do I.” Strages kissed her. “But we always knew it would come to this. Assuming we lived.” He kissed her again. “So now we lure Cinder and Ember and consume them. That will buy us time.”

Yeriel kissed him hard and reached under the sheet between his legs. Rhiannon felt fire in her cheeks. She was desperate to know what in the hells he was talking about – consume them? – but she’d pressed her luck far enough. She was just turning around when she heard footsteps approaching. She slid behind the sofa, hoping it was just the palace steward or the servant woman, but Moth walked in.

The hood of her black dress was pulled up, but Rhiannon could see her creepy blue eyes shimmering like stars. She’d likely come from a feeding, which meant she’d be brimming with power.

Moth stopped at the door and raised a hand, but stopped short of knocking. Rhiannon was convinced Moth had sensed her, but she went ahead and knocked on the door. A heartbeat passed, then two. Rhiannon heard footsteps approach. The door opened, and light spilled into the anteroom.

“Come,” Yeriel said.

Moth bowed and stepped into the doorway. Then she slapped her hand on the door jamb and stopped.

Rhiannon used the power of the lucerta to try to will Moth into the room, but Moth swung around quickly and peered toward her.

“Well, well, well,” she said with a wicked smile, “if it isn’t our pretty little bird. Are you lost, little birdie?” She lunged at Rhiannon, grabbed a hunk of her hair, and shook her head so hard Rhiannon felt hair ripping from her scalp. Moth laughed. “Or maybe she’s been a myna bird all along. You gonna spill our secrets to your masters?” Rhiannon cried out from the pain and lost hold of the shadows. Moth dragged her from behind the sofa. “Spit it out.”

Rhiannon spit the lucerta onto the carpet. The rustling sound ceased, and color returned to the room. Yeriel stepped from her bedroom and stared down, teeth bared.

“P-please, forgive me, my lady!” Rhiannon stammered. “I was only curious about Strages!”

Yeriel seemed unimpressed. “Curious what I would tell him about your confession. Curious what he would say about it. Tell me!” She crouched face to face with Rhiannon. “Did your mother tell you to say those things?”

“No! I swear it! I overheard her talking to Strages.”

“She’s lying,” Moth said.

“No, I’m not! I tried to kill my mother! Twice!”

“So you say.” Yeriel stood and motioned Moth toward the archway. “Take her to the mending room. Strap her to the table. We’ll have our little chat there.”

Moth leered at Rhiannon, eyes sparkling with manic glee. “Gladly.”

Moth yanked Rhiannon toward the hallway, but stopped short when Strages groaned loudly. Rhiannon tried to pull Moth’s hands from her hair, but couldn’t.

“They have it!” Strages screamed, thrashing his legs under the sheets. “Yeriel, they have it!”

Yeriel waved Moth toward the archway. “Go.” Then she rushed into the bedroom and slammed the door.

Moth dragged Rhiannon out of the anteroom and down the stairs. Old gods and new, Yeriel would skin Rhiannon alive to learn the truth. Rhiannon thought about resisting and trying to escape, but Moth was a powerful sedge witch and a skilled fighter besides. She’d beat Rhiannon into pulp. And even if Rhiannon did manage to get away, she’d be lucky to reach the eyrie before the wardens or the rest of the Seven were on her.

So she went peaceably, trying to ignore the pair of maids and the gentle-voiced steward near the palace entrance as they gawked at her. Moth led her outside and along a suspended bridge toward the infirmary.

“I wasn’t lying,” Rhiannon said. “I did try to kill my mother, but she told me about Strages, we need to—”

“Not another word,” Moth said, “or I’ll hang you with your own entrails.”

Rhiannon decided not to say anything else. Of all the Seven, Moth was the one most likely to follow through with a threat like that.

She took Rhiannon to the infirmary, pulled her to the mending room, and slammed her onto the table. “We don’t take traitors lightly in Gonsalond.”

“I’m no traitor,” Rhiannon said.

Moth strapped Rhiannon down and stared at her. “You poor, stupid child.” She reached under the bodice of Rhiannon’s dress and pulled out her powder locket. “Snow was right about you.” She yanked the necklace, breaking the chain.

“There’s so much you don’t know,” Rhiannon said, “so much none of us knows.”

Moth left, and Rhiannon heard Strages screaming in the distance. Rhiannon had no idea what it was about, but she knew as soon as Yeriel was done with him, she’d come question Rhiannon until she was satisfied she knew the truth. And then she’d probably kill her, and Maladox, too.
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FORTY-FIVE: RYLAN

Rylan jogged through the woods toward Tallow, still high from the kiss he’d given Lorelei. Dare he hope she enjoyed it? Perhaps it had been an act. Maybe she’d been offended. She hadn’t said anything, after all. Then he remembered the passionate night he’d had with Blythe, and his thoughts soured. He’d made no promises to Lorelei, and she’d made none to him, so it wasn’t precisely a betrayal, but it sure felt that way.

When he arrived in Tallow, he followed the main street between the low buildings. On the left was a lumber mill, a cooper, an apothecary, and a chandler. On the right, a tanner, a smoke house, a butcher, then The Broken Antler, one of the few two-story buildings.

Dread took hold of him when he recalled Krannock dropping to his knees outside the door of his burrow. “Run, you fucking idiot!” Rylan owed the cranky old bull his life. If he was dead, his family and friends would likely blame Rylan for it, but that couldn’t be helped. But maybe, just maybe, he was still alive.

An owl hooted as he passed the cooper’s; then another hoot came from further up the street – definitely not an owl. He’d been spotted.

He continued on, hoping no one was aiming an arrow at him. He scanned the windows, the doorways, the alleys, even the roofs, but saw no one. He stepped up on the wooden porch in front of The Antler under the massive deer rack hanging above the entrance. He raised a hand to knock, but stopped short when he heard the clomp of footsteps to his right.

“Who the fuck are you?” a deep voice said.

Brock, Krannock’s brother, stepped out of the alley between The Antler and the butcher’s house. Rylan had never met him, but he’d seen him helping out around the tavern. He was big as an auroch and had dark hair, a thick beard, and a hangman’s scowl. He held a crossbow, trained on Rylan’s chest.

“I asked you a question, boyo.”

Rylan nearly told him a fake name, but getting caught lying would only make matters worse. “My name’s Rylan. I’m here to—”

“Rylan fucking Holbrooke? That fucking Rylan?”

Rylan took a calming breath, “Yes. Krannock lent me a burrow—”

“I know what he fucking did! And I know—”

The tavern door creaked open, and Declan said, “Calm the fuck down, Brock.” Declan, the third Fellkirk brother, had thinning hair and a dark scowl that made him look a lot more like Krannock than Brock. His beard looked like it had lost a fight with a feral cat. He wasn’t as muscular as Brock, but he was taller.

“You calm the fuck down, Declan.” Brock shook his crossbow at Rylan. “Isn’t he the sod who almost got Krannock killed?”

Rylan raised his hands, palms out. “Krannock’s still alive?”

Brock looked like he couldn’t decide whether to shoot Rylan or his own brother, but then he spat at Rylan’s feet and lowered his crossbow. “No thanks to you.”

“Enough!” Declan scowled up and down the street. “All of fucking Tallow can hear you.” He motioned Rylan inside, and Rylan was only too pleased to oblige. Then he told Brock to keep watch and rattled the door closed.

The taproom was dimly lit with candles as usual. Declan led Rylan up to the lodging rooms on the second floor and entered the last room on the right. Krannock was lying in the bed. His eyes were closed, but he was breathing steady.

The floorboards creaked as Declan stepped closer to the bed. “Man come to see you.”

Krannock opened his eyes. “Hmm,” he grunted. “Come to finish the job?”

“Krannock,” Rylan said, “I’m sorry I left. I went back as soon as I could but…”

“Easy,” Krannock said with a miserable curl of a smile. “I told you to run, remember?” He caught Declan’s eye and jutted his chin toward the door. “Need to speak to him alone.” Declan looked like he might argue, but he left and closed the door behind him. “Pull up a chair.”

Rylan spun one of the chairs to the side of the bed and sat. “You’ve created a lot of work for me.”

Krannock seemed curious but unamused. “That so?”

“For years, I’ve been telling everyone what a miserable cuss you are, and then you go and save my hide. Now I have to reconsider my entire perspective on life. I feel honor bound to repay you. Any idea how long that’s going to take?”

A twisted smile played over Krannock’s face, then he grimaced and pressed a hand to his side. “Sounds like a lot of trouble. Maybe best to keep it between us.”

“You worried they’ll turn The Antler into a shrine, start calling you Saint Krannock?”

“Worse. They might try to clean the place up.”

“I should never have agreed to stay at your burrow. I’m sorry I did.”

“I knew the danger. And I owed it to Aarik to help out.”

Rylan looked around the room. “This is the last place I saw him.”

“I remember.”

“Things have gone from bad to worse since then.”

“Aye. Everyone traipsing about the woods like it’s fucking theirs, Knives included.”

“Yeah, well, I think I played as big a part in that as anyone.”

Krannock seemed to chew on that awhile. “That why Raef wanted you?”

Rylan nodded. “He wanted Strages’ shard.”

Krannock’s eyes widened. “You had it?”

“I did.”

“Raef has it now?”

“No. Andros took it from me before Raef could. He gave it to Kalden, who in his wisdom as our new imperator had Andros deliver it to Llorn.”

“No.” Krannock grimaced again. “You did not just tell me he gave it to Llorn.”

“I’m afraid I did. We have no idea why yet, but we’re hoping to find out.”

Krannock bared his teeth, sucked air, and pushed himself higher on the headboard. “And who’s we?”

“Me, Andros, a couple inquisitors from Ancris. We’re staying at the burrow, just for the night.”

“But Raef—”

“Raef’s gone. He won’t be coming around for a while, I suspect. But I need a safer place to stay for me and my friends. I hate to even ask but…”

Krannock worked at something in his mouth, stuck his finger and thumb in, and pulled out a broken piece of tooth. He threw it on the floor. “S’ppose I could spare a room.”

“No, I didn’t mean here. Some other place…”

“Tallow’s safe. The town’ll protect you.”

“You sure?”

“I’m sure. I made a killing at Fèill Graevh… figuratively speaking.” Rylan laughed and Krannock did too. Then he groaned and curled toward his wounded side. “What I meant to say was, I can afford to close shop for a few days. Give this shit a chance to heal. Give you a chance to see what’s what.”

Rylan patted Krannock’s leg and stood. “Thanks, Krannock. I’ll take you up on that.”

Krannock nodded. “What a bloody mess, huh?”

“We’ll sort it out.”

“Or die trying?”

“Something like that.”
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FORTY-SIX: RYLAN

The following day, Rylan and Lorelei sat on a park bench in Glaeyand. Snow drifted down in clumps over walkways and bridges decorated with holly wreaths. It was pretty, certainly, and might have been pleasant were Rylan not so worried. He and Lorelei were waiting for Bashira, who lived nearby, and Rylan wasn’t at all sure where the conversation he hoped to have with her would lead them.

The bench they sat on was beneath an arbor on a large deck. There were decorative trees in planter boxes, bird feeders, a dozen benches, and a large, open area where children could play. It was a private park for local residents, but most everyone used it. Snow had collected on the arbor’s dead vines, which did much to hide Rylan and Lorelei from passersby, but it was mostly deserted due to the cold.

The city, Rylan had noted on the way up, was different. People moved faster along the walkways. Everyone seemed tense. Folks hardly spoke to one another as they passed. It was winter, yes, but things had changed. Rylan had known since Ancris that war in the Holt was a very real possibility; the people of Glaeyand were beginning to cotton on to that too.

Lorelei had one leg crossed over the other and wagged her foot more aggressively the longer they waited.

Rylan grinned. “Are you like this on stakeouts?”

He’d said it in jest, but Lorelei seemed disturbed by the comment. She glanced at her leg and stilled it. “On stakeouts I get to choose where I’m watching from.” A stray lock of her red hair drifted into her eyes. She pulled it behind her ear and peered down the walkways. “I hate being out in the open like this.” Her foot started rocking again. “How do you even know Bashira will come?”

“I told you, her daughter lives—”

“Just downtree. I remember. But with her moving to Kalden’s estate, don’t you think…?”

“In all my time in Valdavyn, Bashira missed the holy day dinner with her family only twice: once so she could attend my grandmother’s funeral and once because she was with Marstan in Caldoras.” Rylan took a flask from his coat. “She’ll come. Don’t worry.”

He unstoppered the flask, downed a bit of syris, and offered it to Lorelei.

She demurred with a wave of her gloved hand. “I’m on the job.”

“It’s syris, not whiskey.”

“I don’t care.”

He shrugged, took another sip, and tucked the flask away. Then he picked up a big pinecone and asked, “Then how about a snack?” The cone’s outer scales were already spread open, and Rylan tapped out a winged seed. He pinched it between his thumb and forefinger and rubbed the fragile wing away; then he pried off the thin black shell and held the pale, oblong nut out to Lorelei.

She took it in her palm and inspected it. “I’ve read how to harvest pine nuts, but I’ve never actually seen someone do it.” She popped the seed in her mouth and chewed. “I love them on pasta.”

The mention of food got Rylan to thinking about the restaurants in Ancris, which got him to thinking about the Sundering, and that, in turn, made him realize he’d been a bit of an ass where it came to the friendship department. “How’s your mother?”

Lorelei took the pine cone from him. “She started a gardening club, if you can believe it.”

Rylan pictured the weedless rows and thriving plants in the tiny back yard of the house Lorelei had once shared with her mother Adelia. It was gone now, the garden with it, both victims of the eruption in Ancris. “I can, as a matter of fact. I suspect your mother could teach even the druins a thing or two about gardening.”

“She could.” Lorelei tapped out another winged seed and, as Rylan had, ground away the dried wing and picked the shell away. “Mostly I’m just glad she has something to keep her busy.” She tossed the nut in her mouth. “She was devastated when the city was destroyed.”

“Naturally. It was her home.”

“Yes, but it wasn’t the place she was most concerned about.” Lorelei set the cone on the bench absently. “She lost dozens of friends. A cousin of mine – my mother and I used to play tines with her once a week – died the day of the Sundering. Her husband and son were part of a brigade organized to rescue people from the islands, and they died, too, trying to rescue children from a crumbling orphanage.”

“Good gods…” Rylan felt the shame of having failed to stop Llorn and Morraine all over again. “I can’t imagine how everyone coped.”

“It was hard. I can still hear the screams from the day we flew over the city on the way to the shrine. If I think about it too long, I just start crying all over again.” Her eyes filled with tears, and she blinked them away. “But it brought people together, too. Total strangers pitched in and helped one another. Communities opened their homes to the people they once distrusted, maybe even hated. The city is healing.” She glanced at his eyes. “I’d like to show it to you… when all this is over.”

“I’d like that. And I’d like to show you Glaeyand properly. The forest, too. I’d like you to meet Aunt Merida, if you’re up for it.” Rylan felt a flutter in his stomach.

Lorelei goggled at him and smiled unabashedly. “Rylan Holbrooke, are you asking me to meet your mother?”

Aunt Merida wasn’t Rylan’s mother by blood, but she lived up to the title in all other ways. He was touched that she knew it. “Well, why not?” Rylan felt his cheeks burning. He turned to better face her, though it was uncomfortable. “I’ve met yours.”

“Well, meeting a parent is very serious where I come from.”

“Yes. Where I’m from, too.”

Lorelei’s cheeks reddened. She uncrossed her legs and stared down at her feet. “I’d like that, Rylan.”

“Then it’s a date.” The wind blew clumps of snow down from the canopy. Some of it pattered onto Rylan’s hood and shoulders, and they continued to wait.

A few minutes later, Bashira approached on a suspended bridge with her daughter and granddaughter.

“There she is,” Rylan said, pointing.

Bashira looked much the same as Rylan remembered. She had piercing eyes, pinched lips, snow on the shoulders of her long black coat, and her hair was pulled into a tight bun. Her daughter Vasra had the same stiff-backed posture, but her nose was rounder than Bashira’s axe-blade. Bashira’s granddaughter swung Bashira’s hand back and forth. She looked about nine years old.

Rylan and Lorelei met them where the bridge met the park’s broad platform. Rylan said, “Good day, Bashira. I wonder if we might have a moment of your time.”

Bashira blinked at him. If she was surprised, she hid it well. “I’m with my family,” she said curtly.

The granddaughter hardly paid Rylan or Lorelei any mind. Vasra seemed confused.

“It’s important,” Rylan said.

“Important to you perhaps.”

“It’s to do with the Knives. Some of them are here in Glaeyand.” Rylan put his hand on Lorelei’s shoulder. “Inquisitor Lorelei and I think some of the imperator’s advisors may have been compromised.”

Bashira opened her mouth to speak, but her daughter spoke first.

“And what would my mother know about it?” Vasra asked.

Lorelei said, “That’s what we’re hoping to find out.”

“My husband’s making lunch,” Vasra explained, as if that were reason enough for them to go away.

Lorelei smiled politely. “Quintarch Lucran insists, but I promise not to keep your mother long.”

“Go on.” Bashira squeezed Vasra’s hand. “I’ll be along shortly.” Vasra scowled and led her daughter away. When they were out of earshot, Bashira glared at Lorelei. “Quintarch Lucran, is it?”

“We’ve come as allies,” Lorelei said.

“If that were so—”

“We know about Irik,” Rylan blurted.

“Who?”

“The gangly young Knife you spoke to in the back of Sheaves’ shop. You told him about Willow’s meeting with me. They nearly killed me, Bashira. And they might’ve killed Willow if they’d caught up to her. At the very least, they’d have ransomed her back to Glaeyand.”

Bashira blew a pluming breath. “Willow meeting in secret with you? What could that spell but trouble?”

“She was the imperator.”

“Acting imperator,” Bashira snapped.

“You helped raise her, and she’s grown into a fine woman. Why would you betray her?”

Bashira looked at Lorelei, then down at the snow-covered planks.

“Here’s what I know,” Lorelei said after an awkward silence. “The new imperator sent Andros Lyndenfell to meet with the very same men you told about Rylan and Willow. Kalden had Andros bring Strages’ shard to the Red Knives. You might be part of a conspiracy to commit treason, whether you know it or not. Rylan and I need to understand why Kalden did what he did.”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t there.”

Rylan said, “I saw you enter his den just before Andros came in and Kalden gave him the shard.”

“And that’s precisely what I’ll tell Quintarch Lucran,” Lorelei added. “He and the other quintarchs will see you as a conspirator willing to sell the Holt to the Red Knives.”

Bashira looked up at Lorelei. Her eyes were glassy with tears. “I didn’t know he had the shard. He doesn’t confide in me about such things. And I didn’t eavesdrop, if that’s what you’re implying. I leave that to people like you.”

“Then tell us what you do know,” Rylan said.

Bashira said nothing for a long moment. Then she sighed and whispered, “They threatened my granddaughter.”

“Who did?” Lorelei asked.

“Raef’s men. They told me as long as I gave them a bit of information when they asked, Seeli would be safe.”

“And what did you tell them?” Lorelei pressed. “We need to know all of it.”

“I fed them scraps. I swear it. Useless things like who Willow was meeting with. Her plans for the Holt. The sort of stuff they could get from anyone. Most of it the talk of the taverns, I’m sure.”

“And Willow and Rylan?” Lorelei asked.

“They wanted to know about Rylan.”

“Why?”

“They didn’t say.”

Rylan knew it was because they suspected he had the shard. Even so, he was stunned. He’d never felt loved in Valdavyn – certainly not by Bashira – but he’d never felt like an enemy, either. He would have to rethink that. Bashira obviously thought little of him.

“And Kalden?” Lorelei went on. “How does he figure into all this?”

“I don’t know.”

Lorelei stared at her. “Kalden gave the shard to the Knives for no good reason we can think of. You say you want to protect Seeli? Start by telling us what you know, what you’ve heard, so we can get to the bottom of it.” Lorelei paused. “I’m trying to stop another Ancris, Bashira.”

Suddenly, Bashira couldn’t seem to take her eyes off of Lorelei. She swallowed hard, glanced at Rylan, and said, “Kalden is…”

“He’s what, Bashira?” Rylan asked, trying to be gentle.

“Different from before.”

“Before what? What are you talking about?”

“Different from when Marstan was alive. He seems sick. He has the shakes but hides it when he thinks I’m looking. He seems like he’s in pain, but when I ask him about it, he tells me it’s nothing. Sometimes he seems confused. Preoccupied. One time he could hardly string words together properly. But then there are times when he seems sharp but also, I don’t know, angry somehow.”

“Maybe he is sick,” Lorelei offered, “and trying to hide it.”

“Maybe, but there’s more. There are whispers of him going downtree.” She regarded Rylan. “Have you ever known him to take a walk in the woods?”

“No,” Rylan admitted. “He hardly ever leaves Glaeyand, and if he does, it’s on dragonback.”

“That’s right. But lately, he’s been seen walking through the citadels. No one knows why.” She looked up again, and this time it was toward Kalden’s estate. “I hardly recognize him anymore.”

Lorelei asked a few more questions, but Rylan was wracking his brain over who they might talk to to learn more about Kalden’s sudden affinity with woodland walks. Then he remembered Mouse, the lift attendant who loved to gossip.

“That’s all I can tell you,” Bashira said at last.

Lorelei looked at Rylan, and Rylan nodded.

“Very well,” Lorelei said, “for now.”

Bashira made to leave, but stopped and said to Rylan, “I’m glad you’re okay.” For a moment, she looked like she might say more, then she turned and hurried away.

Lorelei squeezed Rylan’s elbow. “Are you all right?”

He wasn’t, but he wasn’t about to burden Lorelei with that. He nodded and took her hand. “Come with me. There’s someone we need to talk to.”

They walked to the lower dragonbone lift. At the boarding deck, a moon-faced attendant in a wool coat emerged from the crank house. “Help you, master?”

“Yeah,” Rylan said, “Mouse here?”

The attendant nodded and headed back inside. A short while later, the freckle-faced, button-nosed Mouse, wearing a similar coat and a floppy hat, exited the crank house. Rylan flipped a gold coin into the air, and Mouse, hardly blinking, snatched it.

“Looking for a bit of information,” Rylan said. “Mind if we talk on the way down?”

“Not at all, Master Holbrooke.”

Mouse ushered them into the cage and rang the bell. The mule brayed, and the lift jolted downward and descended smoothly from there.

“Word is,” Rylan said, “Kalden’s been making trips downtree.”

Mouse’s eyes narrowed. “Might’ve, but I’m not sure it’s in my best interests to be talking about your brother, our new imperator, now that he wears the mantle.”

“You wound me, Mouse. Kalden is my half-brother.”

“Pardon me, half-brother.” Rylan flipped him another coin. Mouse snatched it with the same aplomb and tipped his hat. “It’s true. Kalden’s been going downtree a lot more’n he used to. It was regular for a spell – almost nightly – but not as much these past few weeks. We thought he’d stopped.”

“Then what?”

Far below, three druinesses with shaved heads and brown habits were headed from the vyrd toward the waiting area for the lift. Mouse seemed to watch them for a minute.

“He always used the lifts,” he continued, “so when we didn’t see him anymore, we thought maybe it had to do with the vote. But then Dax was on his way to work.” Mouse regarded Lorelei. “Dax is another lift attendant. He saw Kalden hiking through the forest. Dax followed him to an entrance to the underroot. He waited awhile, but Kalden never come back up.”

“How long did he wait?” Rylan asked.

“Half hour, maybe.”

“So he has no idea what Kalden was up to?”

“Didn’t seem to. Want me to see if he’ll follow him again?”

“No,” Rylan said. “Don’t tell anyone about this, all right? Not even Dax.”

Mouse shrugged. “As you say, Master Holbrooke.”

They touched down soon after. Lorelei and Rylan left, and the druinesses entered the lift.

Lorelei watched the lift rise. “There isn’t much in Glaeyand’s underroot, as I understand it.”

“Not much, except that the vyrd has a lower chamber. Some say the druins used to—”

Lorelei gasped and put her hand over her mouth.

“What’s wrong?”

“Kressa, the woman I told you about, had a granddaughter, Yzolde.”

“I know her.”

“Then you know she’s a ferrywoman. Faedryn took her over at the vyrd in Skjalgard. He made her kill her own grandmother.”

“Gods, that’s horrible. Where’s Yzolde now?”

“Still in the forest, grieving. The point is, Faedryn can manipulate people from below the Umbral Tree through the maze, and not just the illustrae.”

The reason behind Lorelei’s shock now crystal clear, Rylan said, “You think he’s done that to Kalden…”

“Yes, Rylan, I do.”
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FORTY-SEVEN: SKYLAR

Skylar stared at Cavanaugh as he lay on the snow bleeding out.

Rhodri, looking haunted, stood across from her, his bloody hands trembling. He pressed his hands to his chest, pinched his eyes shut, and began to cry in great, wracking heaves.

Skylar let him be – the Kin were a proud people, and she feared it would be insulting of her to interfere – but then she remembered how big the world seemed when she was his age, and she swept him into a tight embrace. “It’s all right. You had to do it.”

“I didn’t want to kill him,” he said between hitching breaths. Tears poured down his cheeks. “He was going to kill you.”

“I know. Thank you for saving my life. You were very brave.”

Rhodri sniffed sharply and pulled away. He wiped snot and tears from his face. “We should check on your friend.”

Skylar nodded, and they headed to the longhouse. Inside were a few roughly built work tables, a scattering of chairs, and several shelves against the far wall. All of it was coated in dust. The air was chill but noticeably warmer than outside. Azariah lay awkwardly on a pallet next to a fire in a potbellied stove. His eyes were closed, his breathing slow but steady. A few tangled blankets had been tossed over him.

Skylar crouched and shook him, but he didn’t wake, so she rolled him into what she hoped would be a more comfortable position. She took the blankets off, shook them out, and laid them more properly over him. Then she went to the corner of the room and shook out the leaves she’d stuffed into her sleeves and pant legs.

Rhodri was carrying two chairs closer to the fire. He stopped and stared at her, but when she looked at him, he averted his gaze and set the chairs near the stove. “There’s some sassafras in the red tin.” He pointed to a shelf with some ceramic mugs, beaten tins, and a black kettle on it. “I’ve got snowmelt in the kettle. Want me to make tea?”

“You sit. I’ll do it.”

“But you’re the—”

“Shush.” She put the kettle on the stove, opened the red tin, and tapped ground sassafras into two cups. Then she collapsed into the empty chair.

“His eyes are white,” Rhodri said, standing over Azariah.

“His name is Azariah Andrinus.”

“The excommunicated illustra?”

Skylar nodded. “We came looking for you to find out how Faedryn is manipulating people, perhaps why as well. Faedryn is doing all this to break free from his prison. I have no idea how as yet. That’s what we need to find out.”

Rhodri’s brow furrowed. “I… I’m not certain…”

“I know. We just wanted to ask you a few questions.”

“You don’t understand,” Rhodri said. “I came here because I knew what Faedryn did to me… in Andalingr, I mean. I wanted to tell the constables or the reeve about it, but then people started chasing me, so I tried to run away, to go home and talk to Reeve Bardon, but the more I thought about it, the more I felt I owed it to the guild and Skjalgard to try to find out more so it wouldn’t happen to other ferrymen. That’s why I came to the vyrd here. It’s special. The umbra bound in the land ties it more tightly to the maze than any other. It allows me to eavesdrop on Faedryn.”

“Hang on” – Skylar felt a thrill of excitement – “you can eavesdrop on Faedryn?”

Before Rhodri could answer, Azariah stirred and opened his haunting white eyes. “Where’s Cavanaugh?”

“Gone,” Skylar said.

Azariah pushed himself up off the pallet. “Dead?”

Skylar nodded.

“Good. How?”

“I’ll tell you, but hold on.” She got up, shook more sassafras from the tin into a third mug, and poured hot water over all three. She passed the mugs around, then sat back down and caught Azariah up on the chase through the woods, finding Rhodri, Cavanaugh’s death.

“Interesting,” he grumbled, and with a tip of his head toward Rhodri, said, “Thanks, boy.”

“But now he was just telling me about Andalingr and how—”

“Stop, Skylar,” Azariah said. “Let him tell it.”

Rhodri seemed to shrink. He said he was sorry for letting it happen, told them how he’d been given his journeyman’s clasp in Skjalgard, how he’d gathered up his passengers and entered the maze. “Then suddenly, I felt like I was being choked. My arms were trapped. I saw roots creeping down the walls of a cavern.”

“A glimpse of life from Faedryn’s point of view,” Azariah said.

Rhodri nodded. “I know that now.”

Skylar asked, “If you were trapped, how did you escape?”

“While I was there… at the estate, I realized I was still caught in the maze, so I… completed the crossing.” He shrugged. “It’s probably hard to understand if you’re not a ferryman.”

“Go on,” Skylar said.

“I stole that horse and took off home, but then I remembered the vyrd at the Rookery. All the ferrymen know about it. But we’ve avoided it since the Sundering because of how weighed down it is.”

“Weighed down?” Skylar asked.

“By the crucible. By the umbra stored there. If we think on it overmuch, we can get drawn here without even meaning to. So since nobody comes here, I figured it was the perfect place to spy on Faedryn.” He finished his tea in three loud gulps and set the mug on the floor. “You probably know that ferrymen can sense the maze just by entering a vyrd or even being near one, but we can feel people traveling by maze, too. The vyrd is like a funnel, sort of like those ear trumpets old folks use?” Rhodri paused. “I used it to listen to Faedryn.”

“That’s… amazing,” Skylar said quite honestly. “And what did you find?”

“At first all I could tell was that he’d found someone else and was controlling them. But I’m better at it now. If I listen just right, it feels like I’m along for the ride. I can tell where the people he’s enslaved are. I can feel them doing things. There’s one fellow he visited several times in just the past few days. I…” Rhodri paused, looking suddenly serious or maybe scared. “I think it’s Kalden Lyndenfell.”

Skylar had a dozen more questions at the ready, but Rhodri’s revelation stopped her from voicing any of them. “Kalden Lyndenfell…? You’re sure?”

“Pretty sure. Kalden’s been going to the vyrd in Glaeyand’s underroot. He stands there and Faedryn whispers things to him. I can’t hear him, but it feels like he’s telling him what to do.”

“I thought you said you could eavesdrop on him.”

“I could, but something’s changed.” Rhodri broke his gaze and stared down at the dusty floorboards. “As I’ve gotten better at using the maze to eavesdrop, Faedryn’s been getting better, too. He can use people, not just to make them do things, but to cast magic. Faedryn had Kalden break off a piece of the vyrd’s floor. Kalden pressed the stone to his chest and” – Rhodri made a sour face and touched his sternum – “used magic to embed it into his skin.”

Skylar felt a sudden itch in her own sternum and, despite how unladylike it was, scratched it until it was gone. “Fields of Déu, why?”

“I think to control him better? His hold on me in Andalingr was tentative. It was on Kalden, too, at first, but when that stone sunk into his skin, the bond between them felt much stronger. That’s when I started having trouble hearing the orders Faedryn was passing along.”

“But why pass orders at all?” Skylar asked. “Why not just control Kalden – or anyone else, for that matter – all the time?”

Azariah, who’d hardly touched his tea, sat up straighter. “One need only look at Faedryn’s circumstances to answer that. He’s trapped in Gonsalond. He’s a prisoner. Yeriel is watching over him.” Azariah gestured to Rhodri. “He likely needs to limit these episodes to when Yeriel isn’t there.”

It made sense, Skylar supposed, but the implications were staggering. “So what’s he planning to do with Kalden? Where’s all this headed?”

Rhodri shrugged. “I don’t know.”

Azariah said, “It’s another step in his plan to free himself, clearly, though how it figures into his other plans, I don’t know. He’s ensured that Ember and Cinder were awoken. He’s manipulated the quintarchs into invading the Holt.”

“They haven’t invaded,” Skylar countered.

“Don’t fool yourself, Princess. If they haven’t yet, it’s only because they’re waiting for the right time. It would make sense to have someone as powerful as Kalden at his command. The question isn’t his end goal. We know that. The question is how, specifically, he plans to use Kalden. Once we know that, we can make moves to stop him.” He turned his sightless gaze more toward Rhodri. “You say you can’t hear him anymore.”

“That’s right.”

“If I helped bind you to the vyrd, would that help?”

Rhodri shrugged, then bowed his head respectfully. “I’m no druin, Master Azariah. You’d know how to answer that better than I do, but if it lets me enter the maze more fully, then yes, I think so.”

Azariah nodded and stood, then bent over and pressed his palm to his forehead. Grimacing, he said, “Can you do it now?”

“Azariah,” Skylar said, “you’ve suffered a blow to the head.”

“I’m feeling better.” The look of pain faded, and he downed the rest of his tea in one go. “Let’s get started.” He set the mug onto the shelf with a clack. “This is too important to put off.”

“I, uh, hate to ask this” – Rhodri glanced toward the door – “but can you move the body somewhere?”

Azariah headed slowly toward the door. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Azariah, you should rest—” Skylar began.

“No time. You two get ready. I’ll take a horse and drag the body to the fens before it attracts wolves.” He left the longhouse.

Rhodri downed some dried fruit and nuts. He offered some to Skylar, but she declined with a smile and a wave of her hand. They heard a horse plodding. When the sound grew soft, they left the longhouse. The sky was overcast, and a light snow was falling. They jogged along the path toward the vyrd. When they arrived, Rhodri told Skylar to wait outside the circle of menhirs while he walked to the center of them. Azariah, apparently having disposed of the body, arrived on Sunshine. He dismounted and sniffed black powder. Rhodri tugged open his belt pouch, pulled out a blue indurium lucerta, and placed it on his tongue.

As Azariah chanted, binding Rhodri to the vyrd, and Rhodri closed his eyes, cant played out overhead. Red, orange, and yellow blazed across the sky, and Skylar wondered if it had any effect on either of the men or the vyrd itself. But as time went on, her thoughts shifted to Faedryn, what he was trying to do, and how Kalden figured into it.

The clouds turned lead gray and slowly dimmed. Nox, little more than a dim purple lantern along the eastern sky, slowly lifted. More than an hour passed, Azariah chanting, Rhodri perfectly silent.

Rhodri suddenly gasped. He stretched his neck, twitched, and whispered something too softly for Skylar to hear. Then he started, opened his eyes, and looked around. “I found him, Princess. I found Kalden, but…”

“What is it?” Skylar asked.

Azariah stopped chanting and swayed for a moment.

Rhodri looked at them both and said, “The stones.” He touched his chest. “Faedryn is forcing Kalden to do it to more people.”

Skylar hadn’t expected that. It didn’t sound good. “How many?”

Rhodri cringed. “Hard to tell, but I think a lot. A small army of them, maybe.”
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FORTY-EIGHT: RHIANNON

Rhiannon lay strapped to the bed in the mending room of Gonsalond’s infirmary. The pleasant glow of the clusters of candelabra lighting the room and the hallway made the experience of waiting to be tortured all the more surreal. Cabinets and shelves filled with slim knives, gleaming steel instruments, and bottles of varying sizes complicated the wall next to her. It was a place of healing, but the gleaming knives made Rhiannon wonder how often it had been used to put people to the question. More than once, she guessed.

An hour had passed since Moth had brought her there and strapped her down and had ordered a pair of wardens to watch over her and left.

Strages wailed still, but softer and less often. Then suddenly the wails came louder than ever and went dead silent. When the silence stretched, the mending room felt all the more eerie. Did Strages’ silence mean Yeriel was on her way to the infirmary?

Through the oval window to her left, Rhiannon could see the forest, the canopy, the star-filled sky. Her reservoirs of power had drained since coming here. A year ago she would have lost every last dram of it, but she’d been using the technique Moth had taught her – like bearing down to keep yourself from pissing. Through trial and error, she’d learned the trick of it and had retained some of the power from the auris and umbris she’d consumed in the palace. She couldn’t use it, though. The guards were standing just outside the archway.

She heard a thud from the hall. One of the wardens appeared in the archway and drew his sword. “Who’s there?”

The warden jerked suddenly upright and dropped his sword. He thrashed and clawed at his throat. Smoke seemed to rise from his collar. An amorphous swirl like ink in water twisted behind him. He went limp and descended to the floor as if lowered by invisible strings. Maladox winked into existence in front of him.

He rushed into the mending room and began releasing the straps around Rhiannon’s wrists. “Time to go. Ircundus is waiting.” His words were slurred, likely from the lucerta in his mouth.

“How did you know I was here?” Rhiannon asked.

“I figured you might run into trouble, so I hid Ircundus south of the city and snuck into a vacant burrow.” He undid the buckles on her ankles. “I heard them talking when they came for me, and they mentioned the infirmary.”

Rhiannon stood. “So much has happened, Maladox.”

“Tell me on the way out.” He took two loping steps toward the archway, but stopped when he noticed Rhiannon hadn’t moved. “I’m dead serious, girl. We have to leave now.”

“I know, but” – how could she explain it in a way he’d understand? – “there’s something strange going on with Strages and Yeriel. Faedryn, too. If we leave now, we’ll never know what it is. And I swear to you by all that is good, we need to. Everything could hinge on it.”

Maladox looked like he might explode. “What are you going to do, sit and have another chat with Yeriel?” He flung a hand toward the bed. “See where that got you!”

“No, Maladox…”

“Or maybe it’s Strages you want to talk to? That was him wailing like a whipped dog, wasn’t it? I don’t imagine he’s up for talking much right now.”

“I don’t mean to speak to either of them…”

“Good, because—”

“I want to talk to Faedryn!”

Maladox turned white as a buttoncap. “Crack my head with a hammer, I must be hearing things.”

“You’re not. Faedryn’s the only one who can tell us more.”

Maladox took a step toward her. “He’s the bloody trickster, girl.”

“And he’s trapped. He can’t hurt me.”

“Did you forget Brelleg on our first day here?” Before she could answer, Maladox laughed and tapped his forefinger on his head. “And do you think the only way he can hurt you is by roughin’ you up?”

Rhiannon took one of Maladox’s callused hands in hers. “Listen to me. There’s much more happening with the paragons than we ever guessed. Yeriel said Enwe promised to lift them to godhood. It’s the prize Enwe offered to them when the game began. I’m sure of it.”

“Whoever the fuck Enwe is.”

“It doesn’t matter who she is. The point is, the prize they were offered is big. Really big. So what’s it going to cost?”

“How do you know it’s going to cost anything?”

“Don’t be dumb. All things cost something, even if it isn’t obvious yet. The coming days are going to shake the world. We have a chance, you and I, to learn more, maybe stop what’s about to happen, but we can only do that if we act now. Leave and it will be too late.”

“The prison’s got wardens.”

She motioned to the unconscious guards. “We can deal with them. And it’s not like they’ll expect us to go there, even if they do find out we’ve escaped. They’ll think we’ve left.”

“Yeah, because that’s precisely what we should do.”

“I’m doing this with or without you.” She squeezed his hand. “But I hope you’ll come with me.”

Maladox glowered, then yanked his hand away. “Gods damn you, girl.”

Rhiannon hugged him. “Brother Mayhew would be proud.”

Maladox untangled himself from her arms. “Leave him out of this.” He reached into his belt pouch, took out an onyx lucerta, and held it out to her. “It’s old, but it’ll do the trick.”

She took it, and they raced through the empty infirmary toward the exit.

“I’m leading,” Maladox growled. “Or you can bloody do this without me.”

“All right,” Rhiannon said. She was glad for it. “You lead.”

Maladox was right about the lucerta. The lemon taste was all but gone, and the burnt garlic was extra bitter. The hissing sound wasn’t quite as loud, either, but it was night and Nox was high overhead. She’d be hidden enough.

They both became shadows. Then they ran out of the infirmary and descended to ground level, skulked toward a set of corkscrew stairs in the bole of a citadel trunk and entered it. They took the stairs down and stalked along tunnels under the soft yellow glow of the needle-eye mushrooms on the walls.

The roots that made up a good portion of the tunnel walls and ceiling changed from brown to black. They rounded a gentle curve, and Rhiannon spotted a stone archway that led to Faedryn’s cavern. Two wardens with spears stood guard. The taller of the two was handsome Captain Brelleg. He was nattering on about a ranging he’d taken a few days earlier. Maladox’s swirling shadow crept closer. Rhiannon padded after him.

When they were about ten paces from the wardens, Brelleg stopped talking mid-sentence and peered toward Maladox. A silhouette rose from Maladox, like a ghost from a grave, and ran pell-mell down the tunnel. Maladox’s larger shadow was still ahead of her, close enough to touch. She had no idea such a thing was possible with an onyx lucerta.

Brelleg backed up a step and readied his spear. The shadow blurred past him, and Brelleg stabbed at it, but the spear went right through it. It barreled on, and Brelleg chased after it, shouting, “Halt!”

Maladox’s larger shadow loped forward. The other warden suddenly swung around on him, and Maladox slammed him to the ground. The warden’s spear clanged across the stone floor, but he crashed an elbow into Maladox’s head, and the shadows around Maladox vanished.

“Brelleg!” the guard wheezed.

Maladox slipped an arm around the man’s neck and clenched it tight. The man choked and gasped for air.

Brelleg was running back toward Maladox, his spear out in front of him. “Release him, you backwoods pig fucker, or I’ll run you through!”

Rhiannon let the shadows around her go and called on the aura within her. She strode toward Brelleg, held up her hand, and chanted, “Rahsh a vadhal, rahsh a vadhal…”

Brelleg’s eyes went wide. “Miss Rhiannon?” Then his eyelids fluttered, and he dropped to his knees and tottered forward.

Rhiannon sprinted toward him, hoping to break his fall, but she was too late. Brelleg fell face first onto the stone floor.

Rhiannon cringed. “I’m so sorry!”

Maladox took off the guardsman’s belt and used it to bind his wrists. “Go on,” he said, jutting his chin toward the archway, “I’ll worry about these two.”

Rhiannon ran through the rune-carved archway, worried she’d find more guards in the cavern, but like when she’d come with Yeriel, it was empty. The writhing sensation in her gut was strong, a sign the Umbral Tree was working hard to fight Faedryn. It meant he was awake and active, which was good, because Rhiannon needed to talk to him. She jumped over runes etched into the stone floor as she hurried toward the center of the cavern. In the tangle of black roots overhead, she spotted an arm and part of a foot. It was all she could see of the trickster, but she could hear him murmuring.

She called up, “Can you hear me?” The murmuring stopped, and she continued, “I’ve come from Yeriel’s palace. Strages is there.”

Faedryn writhed, and she heard a voice inside her head. Strages…

“That’s right. Yeriel told me about him and about you. She told me about the game and Enwe’s prize.”

Faedryn laughed and writhed in his tangle of roots. She would never.

“She didn’t want to, but after you manipulated Llorn and Azariah into freeing Strages, the Red Knives kept him asleep. They looked into his dreams and saw Yeriel feast on Daedemar. We rescued Strages, but Yeriel fears things have gotten out of control. She and Strages are planning to kill you and devour your soul before you turn the tables on them. How else are they going to become real gods?”

They can’t, girl. Not until the paragons have all been freed. Not until the shards are all gone. Are you telling me that’s what’s happened?

Rhiannon had no way of knowing if he was lying. All she could do was continue on and hope that he was. “All I know is, they seemed pretty convinced they could.”

Faedryn took in a sudden, deep breath that echoed about the cavern. He tore at the roots and his face popped out of the knot. Then he stared down at Rhiannon, his eyes like star-filled voids. Rhiannon staggered back. If he broke out, she’d have nowhere to run. The nauseous feeling in her stomach intensified, and the roots grew as fast as Faedryn could rip them away. Eventually he seemed to lose all strength.

Tell me what you wish, O frightened child. Why do you come to the Umbral Tree and tempt me with your tales?

“I wish to enter the game myself.”

Rhiannon wasn’t sure when she’d decided to use the same story as her mother, but it seemed a good gambit. Now that she’d said it aloud, though, she felt foolish. Faedryn must have felt so, too, because he laughed for a long moment. Tell me, do you have any idea what it’s like to be trapped in Enwe’s spell? Do you know the ache that comes with it?

“I don’t care. The prize is worth it.”

I’ll make you this bargain, then. Tell me how Yeriel and her lover plan to feast on me, and I’ll share the secret for how to join us.

“You first, trickster. Tell me how to enter the game.” Her words echoed. “Tell me!”

It’s easy. Kill a paragon. Devour the light that leaves them. Faedryn laughed again, louder, longer. Any one of us will do. Yeriel. Strages. Even Cinder or Ember. They’re on their way here. Or perhaps you can go to Lyros and kill Rai’al in his shrine. Make sure you destroy his shard first, or you’ll never manage it.

Maladox whispered from the archway behind her. “They’re coming, Rhiannon. We have to go.”

Rhiannon stared up at Faedryn. “That’s not good enough. I need more.”

I have no more to give you, but I tell you this, child – Yeriel made me the villain. Her plan all along was to be reunited with her lover, and now she has been.

“Lies,” Rhiannon said. “You freed Strages.”

Yes, but ask yourself this. Why didn’t Yeriel stop me? She knew what I was doing. She manipulated me, as she has no doubt manipulated you. She wanted Strages at her side, so they could finish what they started.

It made sense on its face, but not when compared to what Yeriel had told Rhiannon about keeping Faedryn alive. A part of Alra resides in Faedryn, she’d said. That’s why she didn’t wish to kill him. “I think you’re lying,” Rhiannon blurted. “Yeriel said she didn’t kill you because a part of Alra resides in you.”

I’ve told you no lies. And no, there is no part of Alra that resides in me.

“Then why didn’t Yeriel claim your soul centuries ago? And don’t tell me it’s because of Strages. I know about the hunger in you.”

I’m not Yeriel, so I cannot say with certainty, but I suspect it’s to do with the fact that Alra and I are so very much alike. Now, I’ve told you enough. Tell me of their plans.

Maladox hissed, “Rhiannon, let’s go!” Rhiannon could hear marching feet echoing from the tunnel.

Rhiannon wanted to know what he meant by the two of them being alike, but she’d pushed things far enough. “Company’s coming,” she said as she backed away. “I’m afraid my story will have to wait.”

We had a bargain! Faedryn struggled and tore at his roots. You don’t break promises to me!

“I never said when I’d tell you.” She ran toward the archway. “Until the next time!”

Come back here!

Faedryn bellowed. She heard him ripping and tearing at the roots. She gagged as the tree responded.

Maladox grabbed her sleeve and yanked her toward the archway. A band of wardens, a dozen or more, were headed their way, but they were still far off, and Rhiannon and Maladox had their lucertae.

“I hope it was worth it,” Maladox said. He placed his lucerta on his tongue.

Rhiannon pressed her own bitter scale against the roof of her mouth, and they hurried past the wardens, through the underroot, and out of the tunnels. Maladox led her toward the edge of Gonsalond. When they reached a clearing surrounded by snow-laden larch, Maladox whistled and Ircundus crawled out from the trees. Rhiannon climbed into the saddle, feeling overwhelmed and powerless. The Seven had become her allies if not her friends over the past few months. She felt like they might help her if they knew the truth, but they’d never believe a word of what she had to say. Not after she’d broken into Faedryn’s cavern and fled the city with Maladox.

“Company,” Maladox said, climbing Ircundus’s harness and dropping his burly frame into the saddle ahead of her.

An ivory dragon was winging down through the citadels toward them. Snow on the Mountain was holding the reins. Maladox took up the wooden shield strapped to Ircundus’s saddle as Snow’s dragon landed with a boom and a shriek. Ircundus snaked her tail, rattled her barbs, and roared.

Snow on the Mountain aimed a loaded crossbow at Rhiannon. “Traitor!”

“I’m not,” Rhiannon said, “and there’s so much you don’t know.”

“Save your breath. You can tell your lies to Yeriel.”

A bright light shone in the trees high overhead. Then, a boom resounded through the forest. Overhead, the palace’s upper floors burst into flames. Falling scraps of burning wood lit up the walkways, decks, and burrow doors. A streak of orange burst from the burning wreckage and cut through the forest like a shooting star. It was hard to judge, but the flames looked like they originated from Yeriel’s apartments, where Strages had been lying.

“My mother’s doing,” Rhiannon said in awe. “It has to be.”

Up in the palace, people began screaming. More folk rushed along walkways toward the palace. A horn blew, over and over.

“Time to go,” Maladox said.

He whistled, and Ircundus lumbered forward. Snow on the Mountain held her crossbow aimed at Rhiannon, but didn’t fire. Maladox snapped the reins, and Ircundus launched up and away from Gonsalond as Yeriel’s palace burned.
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FORTY-NINE: LORELEI

Lorelei entered The Broken Antler and stamped the snow off her boots. The day was cold. Every part of her felt numb. But the tavern was blessedly warm, and she took a moment to revel in it. She’d spent the past two hours checking on Bothymus and Magnor, who were doing well enough in their hidden defile. Bothymus grumbled about being in the forest, and Magnor seemed to chafe at being ordered to remain with a dragon he didn’t know, but there were icicles along the rocks for them to chew and game for them to chase if they got hungry.

Creed and Praefectus Damika were sitting near a lively fire in the hearth. Damika’s kinky black hair gleamed in the firelight. Her left sleeve was cut short. Her arm had been amputated at the elbow after her run-in with Azariah’s iron dragon. She had the same hard determination in her eyes she’d always had, though. The main hall was mostly clear; the tables and all but a few chairs were stacked on the stage in the far corner.

Krannock, the tavern’s hulking owner, was sitting with his brothers at the bar. Declan was whittling what looked to be a chess piece. Slices of wood covered the floor below him. Brock, sturdy as an auroch, leaned his massive forearms on the bar and eyed the gathering as if he hoped a fight would break out. Good gods, Lorelei thought Creed was big. He seemed a gangly teen next to those men.

She sat down next to Creed and was about to tell him about the dragons when Rylan, Andros, and Willow clomped down the stairs. Willow looked distraught. When Lorelei had left, Rylan and Andros had just taken her upstairs to fill her in. Creed had done the same with Damika and Quintarch Lucran. Damika seemed dismayed, but Lorelei had no idea what Lucran’s reaction might have been, nor what he was ready to do about it.

The back door opened with a clatter, and Victanius, the tribunus of Lucran’s praetorian guard, stepped inside, his red cloak and gleaming breastplate dusted with snow. Victanius was an intense man with restless eyes. He closed the door and slid the bolt home. As he headed toward the stage and its haphazardly stacked furniture, he nodded to Damika. “All’s calm.” Then he clasped his hands behind his back and proceeded to eye everyone, Lorelei included, as if he wouldn’t trust them to polish his boots.

Damika nodded. “We find ourselves in a precarious position. Llorn has the shard. The Holt’s newly elected imperator seems compromised by Faedryn. We can do little about the former, but my inquisitors” – Damika regarded Creed and Lorelei – “have put forward a plan to address the latter. They want to go to the underroot and spy on the newly crowned imperator. Unfortunately, it isn’t as easy as it sounds. Quintarch Lucran is worried how spying on the imperator might be perceived should you fail.”

Willow leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “The man who waged a silent war in the Holt after his son died is suddenly cautious?”

“Ancris is depending on the other quintarchies more than ever,” Damika said. “He must take care. But set that aside. Lucran takes the threat of Faedryn seriously. He’s ready to entertain a mission to find out precisely what he’s doing, and why, but we need to act carefully. Now that the quintarchs have approved Kalden as the imperator, he’s given formal permission for the empire’s dragon legions to enter the Holt. In addition, two more paragons have been raised. The illustrae will surely wield them like flaming swords against the Red Knives, but there’s word they won’t stop there.”

Krannock sat upright and spoke in his baritone, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Damika paused for a moment to look him over. “It means Yeriel now figures into their plans as well.”

The three brothers exchanged scowls, and Krannock said, “Why? She’s been holding Faedryn for centuries.”

“It has become something of a holy mission for them,” Damika continued. “And while they haven’t said it outright, they mean to go to Gonsalond and take Faedryn’s prison for themselves. They want to become the wardens.”

“Where are the quintarchs now?” Lorelei asked.

“All but Lucran have flown to Andalingr to speak with their volarchs. The legions are a day or two at best from entering the Holt in force.”

“That makes it seem like they’re banding against Lucran,” Lorelei said. “Are they?”

Damika pursed her lips and took a moment to reply. “Not banding against, no. But there’s friction. Lucran ended up voting for Kalden, but only because he knew the others were united, and I suspect the other quintarchs knew it. They were already wary about his keeping Illustra Japheth at arm’s length, and then Azariah went missing after Lucran demanded he be handed over to him in Caldoras. Word is that when Zabrienne found out, she threw a glass of wine across her throne room.”

Lorelei was unsettled by the revelations, but she was more worried about the vision the trees had shown her of Alra and Yeriel. The great game will be rekindled soon enough, Alra had said. “The quintarchs know the other illustrae are compromised, don’t they?”

“They know what Lucran told them, but it’s a claim that comes from a fallen illustra, a man they consider to be deranged. And they have their own illustrae whispering lies that promise them power. Who do you think they listened to?”

“But they’re courting disaster. They may end up freeing Faedryn.”

“I agree.” Damika worked her stub arm in a circle and grimaced. “But I’m not in charge of the world. We need to give Lucran the weapons he needs to wage this battle.”

Andros crossed his thick forearms over his chest. “What good are weapons to a coward?”

Victanius’s armor glinted as he stepped closer. “Say that again,” he said calmly, “and I’ll cut your tongue out.”

Willow put a hand on Andros’s shoulder. “Forgive him, please. We’re all a little bit stressed.”

Andros glowered at Willow, then Victanius, but said nothing and backed away.

Damika said, “This isn’t common knowledge, but Lucran survived an assassination attempt two weeks ago. The would-be assassin was killed before we could question her, but it looks like the Chosen sent her. The zealots are alive and well and likely see Lucran as an impediment to Faedryn wresting control of Gonsalond from Yeriel, but Lucran needs indisputable proof before he moves against Kalden.”

“So let’s get it for him,” Rylan said.

Before anyone could respond, a pine owl hooted outside, and Brock pounded toward the back door, drawing his knife. He unbolted the door, cracked it open, and talked quietly with someone.

“Who the fuck is it?” Krannock roared.

Brock pulled the door open, and Blythe stepped into the tavern. Blythe tossed her mottled brown cloak onto the pegs by the door and sauntered toward the hearth. Victanius intercepted her, and she stopped, but she all but ignored the tribunus. She looked Lorelei over, then smiled at Rylan, twisting the scar on her left cheek. “A curious council.”

Rylan stood. “What are you doing here, Blythe?”

“I’m here to do you a favor. Again. Though I don’t know why I bother.” She eyed Willow then Lorelei. “You keep fucking things up.”

Lorelei nearly broke the gaze – the brash woman made her feel inadequate somehow – but she met Blythe’s stare until she shifted her attention to bristling Victanius.

Damika waved Victanius back and asked, “What favor?”

Blythe leaned on one leg and glared at Rylan. “Llorn’s got the fucking shard.”

“We know,” Rylan said.

“Well, do you know he figured out how to use it? Or Morraine has. And now Llorn’s called all his dragons to Skjalgard. They’re planning on taking it tonight, tomorrow morning at the latest.”

Everyone, even the Fellkirk brothers, seemed shocked. Lorelei was stunned. Everything was happening so fast.

“You’re sure about this?” Damika asked.

“You think I’d have risked my hide by coming here if I wasn’t?”

Victanius goggled at Damika then leveled a finger at Blythe. “You can’t trust her.”

“Yes, you can.” Rylan stood and approached Damika. “She’s not lying.”

Victanius snarled, “And how would you know?”

They fell into a heated conversation, and Willow and Andros joined in. Lorelei pulled Creed toward the front door. “I can’t help but wonder if this is what Faedryn wants.”

“What? Turmoil?”

“Yes, that, but the threat that Strages represents only seems to make controlling Gonsalond more important. I wonder if he’s trying to draw everyone there.”

Creed shrugged. “Okay, why?”

“I don’t know yet. I wonder if he sees removing Yeriel as crucial to his plans. He likely considers the quintarchs easier to manipulate.”

“He wouldn’t be wrong, in my estimation.” Creed scratched the stubble along his neck, looking worried. “So what do we do?”

“I’m not sure. I wish I knew what really happened at the Ruining.”

He rubbed her shoulder. “Let’s take care of business with Kalden first. It may shed light on Faedryn’s plans.”

It was little comfort, but she nodded. By then the argument was winding down. “Would you be willing to tell all this to Lucran?” Damika asked Blythe.

“You think I want to be on a first-name basis with Quintarch fucking Lucran?” Blythe laughed. “Not a chance. You’ll have to take my word for it… or have Rylan do it.”

Damika stared at her for a long moment. “Then why did you even come?”

“I’m wondering that myself.” Blythe faced Rylan. “I’ll help your wounded friend since you’re apparently too busy. Come find me.” She grabbed her cloak. “Or not. Your fucking choice.” She stomped out the back door.

Damika rubbed her forehead, then looked at Lorelei. “You can go on the mission, but I’m sending Victanius with you.”

“Praefectus,” Victanius whined, “my place is with the quintarch!”

“Your place is wherever I say it is, as your quintarch ordered. Right now, that means with Lorelei and Creed.” She turned to Willow. “I’m going to speak to Lucran. Will you join me?”

Willow nodded and put her hand on Andros’s shoulder. “Go with them.”

Lorelei expected a fight, but Andros merely gave Willow’s hand a surprisingly tender squeeze and nodded. “I can’t show my face in Glaeyand anyway.”

Damika headed for the back door but stopped in front of the Fellkirk brothers, a wolf staring down three bulls. “And you?”

Lorelei expected a snide comment about highland interlopers, but Krannock seemed to glance at Damika’s stub arm and shrugged. “They’d likely step on their own dicks if me and the boys didn’t help.”

“Alra’s bright smile, Praefectus,” Victanius said in a pleading tone, “let me pull a squadron together.”

“You have your orders, Tribunus. And don’t sell these men short. They’re far more invested in Glaeyand’s fortune than we are.”

Krannock and Brock grinned. Declan, still holding his whittling knife, glared at Victanius as if he’d just found his next project. Victanius said no more, and Damika left with Willow.

Lorelei looked around at all the men she’d been saddled with. “You heard the woman,” she said, “here’s what we’re going to do.”
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FIFTY: LORELEI

Lorelei followed Rylan along with the rest of their motley gang through the forest. They were headed toward a tunnel to the underroot, which lay beyond an old burial mound. It was a bit of a hike, but the entrance was the safest one to enter undetected, so they decided to start there. Rylan led the way along a game trail with Lorelei and Creed behind him. Victanius and Andros came next, crunching loudly through the snow. They’d set aside their pissing match in The Antler and were now lamenting about some brothel in Ancris that was destroyed in the Sundering. Krannock’s hulking brothers, Declan and Brock, brought up the rear. Declan held a wooden club, the studs on it gleaming in the sunlight. Brock had a bow slung over his shoulders, his wrists hooked over its ends, making him look like a man who’d narrowly escaped crucifixion. Krannock, still nursing his injuries, had stayed at The Broken Antler.

Rylan glanced back at Lorelei. “I’ll go on ahead and scout the area, yeah?”

“Sure, just be careful.”

“Careful?” He grinned, walking backward over the snow. “I know these woods like the back of my—” He hit his heel on a root and began tipping backward, windmilling his arms. Lorelei lunged at him and extended a hand, but he winked, spun adroitly, and jogged ahead. “Wait for me at the mound!”

Creed jogged up to her. “He may not have tripped, but that boy sure is falling.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Lorelei said, if only to keep him from ribbing her.

“Bloody hells, Lorelei, you’re allowed to love someone.”

“I don’t love him, Creed.” Lorelei shrugged. “And I don’t have time for that, anyway.”

“Yeah. And you never will unless you make it.”

They turned a bend around a creek, and the snowy mound came into view.

“We’ve got more important things to worry about.”

“All right, but don’t blame me when you’re knitting lap blankets in some mountain cottage, grousing that you never had a man.”

Far ahead, Rylan left the trail and entered the forest. Lorelei and the others waited near the mound, but little time had passed when Rylan returned. “Bad luck. Kalden has two men guarding the entrance. They’re out of uniform, but I think they’re constables.”

“If he’s assigned guards,” Andros said, “it means we’re onto something. The question is whether we force the issue.”

Victanius scratched the stubble on his chin. “The other tunnels will likely be guarded too, no?”

“No doubt,” Rylan said, “and they’ll likely be better guarded, too. We’re already here, and we’ve got enough swords to get in. It’s our best bet.”

Andros seemed unsure, but he nodded. “All right, but don’t kill them. It’s not their fault they’re here.”

Brock lumbered past Rylan. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Hold on,” Victanius said, but Brock trudged on in silence.

When Victanius started after him, Declan grabbed the tribunus’s shoulder. “Let him be. Brock doesn’t start something he can’t finish.”

Victanius bristled, but held his tongue.

They followed Brock from a distance, then crouched behind the barrow mound and watched him enter the forest. The two constables were standing idly beside the citadel with the tunnel in its bole. The men hailed Brock and ambled toward him. The three men had hardly begun speaking when both constables drew their swords.

Declan brandished his club and ran at them. “Those little fuckers!”

Lorelei, Rylan, and Creed sprinted after him, drawing their weapons. Andros and Victanius followed.

Brock drew his hunting knife, blocked a sword swing with his bracer, then dodged backward to avoid a slash from the other constable and blocked another swing from the first, his knife clanging off the man’s sword. Then he lunged and drove his knife deep into the man’s gut.

The other constable swung wildly; Brock dodged it, surged forward, and smashed his fist into the man’s face. The man flew back, hit the ground with a spray of snow and leaves, and lay there, unmoving.

By the time Lorelei and the others arrived, Brock was sucking air and examining a cut on his forearm.

“What the hell did you say to them?” Declan asked.

“Not much time to say anything.” Brock began undoing the straps on his bracer. “Told ’em I was out hunting. Asked them if they’d seen any deer.” He struggled with the second strap. “All I did was glance at the tunnel, and they attacked.”

Lorelei approached the man Brock had struck with a knife. Several of the antler buttons on his coat were torn off. His homespun shirt was slit and stained with blood. There was also a bruise-like mark above the wound that Lorelei didn’t understand. She crouched and tore the fabric open. At the center of his chest, over his sternum, was a dark gray stone the size of a walnut. It was rough, had irregular facets, and appeared to be embedded in his skin. The skin around it was puffy and gangrenous.

Andros leaned over her shoulder. “What in the seven hells is that?”

“No idea,” Lorelei said.

Creed crouched next to the other man, who seemed to be breathing, judging by the blood bubbling from his broken nose. He undid the man’s leather coat and tore open the collar. He had a similar stone, though his gangrene wasn’t quite as bad. Creed stood. “I think we found the source of their madness…”

“The question is who put them there,” Lorelei said, standing. “And why?”

“Let’s head in,” Rylan said. “I imagine we’ll find our answers down there.”

Brock unstrung his bow and used the string to bind the unconscious constable’s wrists. “You all go on. I’ll watch this one and keep anyone else from heading down after you.”

Declan sneered. “What? One little scratch and suddenly the tunnels are too much for you?”

Brock began tying the fellow’s ankles. “The underroot is for moles and rats.”

“No doubt,” Creed said, but he entered the dark tunnel behind the others.

Lorelei went last and nearly slipped on the slick, uneven steps.

“Wisplight?” Victanius asked.

Rylan called back, “We won’t need one.”

Victanius growled, “You kidding? It’s dead dark already.”

But at the base of the steps they entered an earthen tunnel where clusters of button-cap mushrooms glowed sickly green. The light was scant, but it was enough to get by.

Rylan led them through the dank tunnels until he stopped at a fork. He conferred with Andros, and they continued along the left tunnel. The only sound beside their footsteps was the ploink, ploink of dripping water and the occasional skittering critter.

At the next fork, Rylan approached the tunnel on the left and cupped his ear. Then he rushed into the right tunnel. “In here,” he whispered, “quickly!”

Andros and Victanius followed him, then Declan, Creed, and Lorelei. They continued about twenty paces until they came to an exposed citadel root, then they crouched behind it and waited.

Four soldiers in clattering dragonscale jogged out of the tunnel they’d not chosen, headed toward the barrow mound entrance.

Declan whispered, “Brock’s going to need help.”

Lorelei touched his shoulder and nodded. “Go. Help your brother.”

Rylan faced Andros and Victanius. “You should both go with him.”

Victanius shook his head and grumbled, “I was told to go with you.”

“No, Rylan’s right,” Andros said, “I know those men. They’re well trained. Brock is big, but he’s also wounded. They’ll kill him.”

“Well, I’m not waiting,” Declan said and left.

Andros made to follow but paused when he saw Victanius hadn’t moved.

“I’ll help them,” Victanius said, “and come back if I can, but remember, don’t engage them. Find proof of what’s going on for the quintarch.”

Lorelei nodded. “We’ll be careful.”

Victanius and Andros loped after Declan, and Rylan led Lorelei and Creed back to the fork and down the tunnel the guards had come from. They went another mile, maybe, then heard a soft, metallic tinging. It grew louder as they proceeded, and they soon arrived at the largest cavern they’d come across.

A man in a leather apron was kneeling on the floor inside a circle of pillars that looked like a vyrd. They were surrounded by pools of dark water. The man, a mason, perhaps, struck the floor with hammer and chisel. A hunk of stone flew free, and the mason paused. He picked up the broken stone with tongs and hammered it with several rapid strikes.

Kalden emerged from a tunnel on the left side of the cavern and approached the man.

“I’ll have the others done shortly, my lord,” the mason said, standing. He handed Kalden a walnut-sized stone.

The mason went back to work. Kalden turned the stone over and then called someone from the tunnel he’d come from. A uniformed constable shuffled into the cavern, followed by a portly man with a mop of gray hair. Behind him was Jorrik, the eyrie master, a small, slim man with tattoos on the shaved sides of his head. The mason stood and handed Kalden two more stones. Kalden inspected them, then dismissed the mason with a wave.

Jorrik cleared his throat. “Are you sure this is necessary, Impera—”

“Silence!” Kalden roared.

Jorrik bowed and took a step back.

“Open your shirt,” Kalden said to the constable.

The constable hesitated. Then he opened his coat and began to undo his shirt.

Lorelei didn’t know what the stones did, but it couldn’t be good. “We can’t let him do it,” she whispered to Rylan and Creed.

Rylan nodded. Creed drew his rapier. Lorelei did, too, and the three of them advanced into the cavern.

“Imperator Lyndenfell, stop!” Lorelei commanded.

Kalden snapped his head toward them. Black veins stood out on his neck and wrists. His eyes glowed the indigo of the dark sun.

“Seven hells, Kalden,” Rylan said, “what’s happened to you?”

Kalden spread his hands and chanted, “Adolesco… Strangulo…”

A soft hissing echoed around the cavern; then creaking sounds like glass about to break. Tiny white roots sprung from the cavern ceiling and walls, dislodging bits of stone and earth. The roots swiftly grew, thickened, and whipped toward Lorelei, Rylan, and Creed. Lorelei thought briefly of running at Kalden, but the roots were already too close.

“Back into the tunnel!” she shouted.

Creed sheathed his rapier. “You don’t have to tell me twice.”

All three of them hot-footed it into the tunnel. The roots grew beneath their feet, making them slip and stumble. They twisted from the walls and ceiling as well. They licked at Lorelei’s ankles as she ran. She slapped them away from her face. A clump of mushrooms fell on her shoulder and she swatted it off. The growing roots made the tunnel seem like it was shrinking. Creed drew his rapier again and chopped at the roots. A long, dangling root wrapped halfway around Lorelei’s neck. She shrieked and tore it away.

Creed hacked their way into a smaller cavern. Lorelei heard Rylan grunt behind her. He was on his knees, roots coiling around his legs. Lorelei turned around, slid her rapier under the thickening roots, and sliced them apart. They caught up to Creed forcing his way into another tunnel. He fell, and Lorelei tried to help him, but the roots twisted up her legs.

“Faedryn’s black teeth,” Rylan grunted, fighting the roots away, “what a way to go!”

Creed began to hyperventilate. Lorelei tried to cut the roots away from her legs, but more tangled her faster than she could cut them off. The entire tunnel was closing in with thick, twisting roots. They climbed up Lorelei’s torso and around her neck. She thrashed like a fly in honey. The light from the buttoncaps was dim and growing dimmer. The harsh sound of her own breath and Creed’s hyperventilating was driving her toward madness.

Then Creed’s breathing suddenly ceased.

“Creed? Are you there?”

No response.

“Creed! Talk to me!”

“I think he just passed out.” It was Rylan’s voice. She could barely hear him over the creaking and popping of the roots. He said something else, but she couldn’t make it out.

Tiny roots snaked into her ears and up her nose. She clamped her lips as tight as she could, but some still wriggled their way into her mouth. The roots crept up her nose started down her throat, and she gagged. Thick roots wrapped her neck, choking off what little breath she still had. Her head pounded. She wheezed and thrashed until she had no energy left with which to fight, and she succumbed.

Only then did she realize the roots had stopped growing. In her panic, she wondered if Kalden had decided to leave them trapped until they died of dehydration.

The roots began to retract from her throat and mouth. The pressure on her chest eased. The noose around her neck slackened. The roots withdrew from her nostrils and ears. She spotted a glimmer of glowing green button-cap mushrooms. Ahead of her, Creed was being lowered to the floor on a bed of writhing roots. His chest rose and fell with breath.

She glanced over her shoulder at Rylan. He managed to keep his footing as the roots withered beneath him. Dislodged buttoncaps littered the cavern floor like a field of mismatched stars.

“Hells take me,” Rylan said hoarsely, “what’s happening?”

Lorelei shrugged. “Maybe Kalden thinks we’ll make better prisoners than worm food.”

“It wasn’t Kalden,” Rylan said, and pointed to the tunnel beyond Creed.

There, a tall man in a hooded cloak was moving his hands in arcane ways.

Lorelei peered more closely. “Azariah?”
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FIFTY-ONE: LORELEI

Lorelei headed toward Creed while staring in wonder at Azariah, who continued to banish the roots with his spell. Then she realized Azariah wasn’t alone. Some twenty paces beyond him, Skylar was navigating the tunnel, arms akimbo as she fought to maintain her balance. Skylar saw Creed lying unconscious and rushed toward him. “Oh, gods!” She dropped down next to him. Lorelei did, too. Rylan came last and bent over him, hands on knees, looking as worried as Skylar.

Creed cracked one eye open and closed it again. “Fucking tunnels…”

Lorelei laughed. “I’ll never take you down here again. I promise.”

“I’m holding you to it,” Creed said as Lorelei and Skylar helped him up. “Don’t think I won’t.”

Azariah lowered his hands. The tunnel back toward Kalden was still blocked. “Enough chitchat. Everyone, come.” He strode away over the glowing mushrooms. “I don’t know how long this will last.”

They followed him.

“How did you know we were here?” Lorelei asked.

“It’s a long story,” Skylar said. “Suffice it to say a ferryman helped us to spy on Faedryn and find out what he was doing here.”

“Do you mean Rhodri?”

Skylar’s eyebrows climbed up her forehead. “Yes. How did you know?”

“That’s also a long story.”

“You can tell me lat—”

They heard stomping boots and the clanking of armor up ahead.

“Looks like Kalden’s figured out we escaped,” Creed whispered.

“Wait here.” Azariah crept ahead and disappeared around a bend.

The sound of marching grew louder. Someone barked an order that echoed down the tunnel. Then the marching sounds began to fade and soon were gone.

Azariah loped toward Lorelei and the others, panting. “I’ve got them chasing phantoms. It’ll keep them busy for a time, but we should get out of here and away from Glaeyand as soon as possible.”

He led them through several tight, twisting caverns, and Lorelei started filling Skylar and Azariah in as best she could on everything she’d learned at the bramble, but she’d hardly begun when sunlight shone from the tunnel ahead of them. A bend and a hundred paces later, they reached a cave with a mouth to the outside.

Skylar raised her crop and squeezed it. “I want to hear all of it, Lorelei, and I will, but I need to report to Father. He needs to know what Azariah and I found in the fens and how dangerous Kalden is.”

“Yes, of course.”

From beyond the cave mouth, Ruko gurgled. They exited the cave, and the silver vixen threw her head back and squawked.

“Quiet down, will you?” Skylar squeezed the crop harder.

“I should join you, Princess,” Azariah said.

Lorelei found that puzzling. That Skylar and Azariah had come together was strange enough. Stranger still was the familiarity, even the respect, the two seemed to have for one another.

“No,” Skylar said. “He’s going to be furious with me.” She climbed into Ruko’s saddle and took up the reins. “Better if you’re not there to remind him how dangerous it was to go off on my own.”

“Hold on,” Lorelei said, “you went off on your own?”

Skylar grimaced. “Part of the long story I mentioned. I’ll tell you everything later.”

“Fine. Meet us at The Broken Antler?”

Skylar nodded. “As soon as I can.” She snapped the reins, and Ruko lumbered forward, beat her wings, and launched up and over the citadels.

Lorelei, Creed, Rylan, and Azariah hiked toward Tallow. A twenty-minute walk delivered them to the edge of the village just before cant. A few villagers stared at them as they made their way toward The Broken Antler, but they ignored the stares and, eventually, entered the tavern. The taproom was empty, but they heard voices coming from the back, so they headed through the open rear door. In the tavern’s fenced-in yard, Krannock was talking with a woman with wild, unkempt hair. She had one hand resting on the handle of a machete strapped to her thigh and was gesticulating with the other. Victanius and Brock, his arm now bandaged, were talking quietly near a horse and wagon.

Krannock nodded, the woman left, and Krannock closed the gate and headed toward Victanius and Brock. In the bed of the wagon, half covered by a tarp, was the constable Brock had killed. Halfway along the tavern’s long rear wall, a pair of cellar doors were open, exposing stone steps leading down.

After a few words with Brock and Krannock, Victanius noticed Lorelei and Creed watching him. “You’ve kicked a hornet’s nest, you know,” the tribunus said.

Creed headed over the frozen yard toward the wagon. “What’s going on?”

Brock said, “Some soldiers from Glaeyand came poking around. We sent them away, but they’ll probably be back.”

“How long have we got?” Lorelei asked as she trailed after Creed.

“Depends on how angry our new imperator is. A day. No more’n two, I’d guess.”

When Rylan and Azariah stepped out of the tavern, Victanius glared at Azariah and put a hand on his sword. “Seven hells, what’ve you done with the Princess?”

Victanius rounded the wagon and headed toward Azariah, but Lorelei met him halfway and raised her hands. “Skylar’s gone to speak to her father. She ordered Azariah to come here and help.” A white lie, but a necessary one. “Now, tell us what happened at the barrow mound.”

Victanius huffed and took his hand off his sword. “We made it there fine, but the soldiers fought like wild men. I’d bet my pension the stones in their chest are some kind of dark magic.”

“There were four soldiers,” Lorelei said, “plus the constables at the underroot entrance. Where are the others?”

“In a burrow a few miles out. Two are dead. The others are wounded. Declan’s watching them.”

“All right if we examine this one?” Creed asked.

Victanius scowled at Azariah. “Do as you wish.”

Lorelei didn’t know what had gone on between the two men, but Azariah seemed as unbothered by it as Victanius was angry. Without acknowledging Victanius in any way, he picked up the constable from the wagon and carried him down to the cellar. Brock climbed into the wagon, and Krannock opened the gates. Ash, the master alchemyst and one of Lorelei’s closest friends, came splashing through the slush toward the rear gate. He had a large leather satchel slung over the shoulder of his fine fur coat.

Krannock glared at him, then turned to Rylan. “Is the whole fucking empire coming to my tavern now?”

“It’s okay,” Creed said. “He’s with us.”

Ash entered the back gate. “Thank you, Creed.”

Krannock waited for Brock to drive the wagon out, then closed the gates behind him. He trudged to the tavern’s back entrance, scowling, and paused on the threshold. “Going to be strung up for this, ain’t I?” No one answered, and he headed inside and slammed the door behind him.

Lorelei, Creed, and Rylan shared uncomfortable looks, but Ash was all smiles. He swept Creed into a tight embrace.

“Woah,” Creed said. “What’s this about?”

Ash held him a moment longer, then broke the embrace and kissed him. “Can’t I miss you?”

“You can. It’s just – and don’t take this wrong! – what in the hells are you doing here?”

“Skylar sent me. She said you needed my help.”

“We do,” Lorelei said. “Come down to the cellar. I need you to look at something.”

“Not a fucking chance I’m going below ground again,” Creed told Rylan in a low voice.

“Me either,” replied Rylan, and the two of them rushed like tardy schoolboys into the tavern.

When they were gone, Ash said, “Lead on, my dearest Lorelei.”

Lorelei headed down the steps and into the cold cellar, crouching to avoid the support beams, and led Ash past shelves filled with jars of pickled vegetables and baskets of potatoes, onions, and garlic to where Azariah was crouched beside the dead guard.

“All right if Ash looks, too?” Lorelei asked, her breath pluming in the chill air.

Azariah rolled his eyes. “If you insist.”

Ash set his satchel down and took out a few bottles and beakers, and a leatherbound journal. The light in the cellar was quite dim, so he also took out a wisplight attached to a wooden base and set it on the floor. Then he sharpened a pencil with a knife. “This will take some time. Go have a drink. You look like you could use one.”

“I will in a bit,” Lorelei said.

The dead constable’s shirt was already ripped, but Ash cut it apart and spread the bloody fabric. “Alra’s bright smile.” He touched the stone in the man’s chest, then probed the skin around it. “There’s quite a bit of residual umbra here.”

“Yes,” said Azariah. “It allows Faedryn to control them from afar, and perhaps skirt whatever spells Yeriel has in place to stop him.” Azariah went on to tell Ash about the stones, much of which Lorelei already knew. “It’s troubling, to say the least,” he finished. “His reach has expanded tenfold since before the Sundering, maybe a hundredfold.”

“He couldn’t have so many with stones here, could he?” Lorelei asked. “They kind of stand out.” And then she understood what Azariah had been hinting at. “He could have done this in Andalingr. Skjalgard. Who knows where?”

“That’s right,” Azariah said.

“Maybe” – Ash set the magnifying glass down and pressed on the blackened skin around the stone – “but wouldn’t it make the most sense to start in the Holt’s capital?”

“I suppose so, yes,” Azariah allowed, and pointed without looking at the stone in the man’s chest. “And I suspect this is taxing for Faedryn. Though he could have thralls anywhere, it makes sense to start with the imperator. Gain a foothold outside of Gonsalond. Expand from there. The more important questions revolve around his intent. What does he mean to do with the power he’s gathered?”

Ash scratched several notes in his journal. “Kalden must know more.” He looked up. “We’re going to get him, yes? Question him?”

“If we can,” Azariah said.

Azariah’s question was important, but there was something else bugging Lorelei. “Here’s what I don’t get. Faedryn was careful for so long. Why is he now doing this in the open, and so recklessly?”

“I’d hardly call what he’s been doing in the open,” Azariah said. “He tried to kill Rhodri after his message had been delivered. He did kill his other, early thralls. And Kalden didn’t exactly invite all of Glaeyand to the ceremony you interrupted.”

“Granted,” Lorelei said, “but he must have known word would spread, not just about the thralls and the stones, but about his orders. Hells, Kalden had Andros deliver Strages’ shard to Llorn! That was bound to get out.”

Ash looked up from his notes. “Maybe it’s simpler than you think. Faedryn wants to break out from his prison. We’ve always known that. But now” – he pointed his pencil at Azariah – “thanks to our former illustra being alive instead of dead…”

“Don’t sound so thrilled, Master Alchemyst,” Azariah said.

The old Ash might have looked embarrassed and apologized, but the one kneeling in front of Lorelei merely shrugged. “I’m not displeased. My point is, you lived, and Faedryn knew word would spread. He’s desperate because of it. He wants to act before the world aligns against him, so he’s reaching out” – Ash tapped the dead man’s shoulder – “moving pawns on the board, as it were.”

“He may be desperate,” Azariah said, “but don’t underestimate him. He sees far. He wouldn’t be doing any of this if he didn’t think it gave him the best chance of freeing himself.”

“All right,” Lorelei said, “but how is a handful of slaves going to help him destroy the Umbral Tree? It isn’t like he’s going to send them to Gonsalond. Yeriel’s wardens would tear them apart even if they did manage to pierce the veil.”

“Sometimes,” said Azariah, “things like this can act as a distraction.”

“A distraction from what?”

“I wish I knew.”

“Faedryn never told you anything?”

Azariah filled the cellar with his booming laughter. “It may surprise you, Inquisitor, but Faedryn was accustomed to giving orders and having them followed. Not once in my decades of serving him did he share plans and ask for my opinion.”

Ash laid his pencil in his journal and closed it. “Um, any chance we can continue this conversation upstairs by the fire? My family jewels are turning to ice.”

Lorelei rubbed Ash’s back. “We wouldn’t want that. I’ll head up and throw another log on.”
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FIFTY-TWO: LLORN

Fraoch snaked her blue tail and snapped her translucent wings, revealing their marbling. The saddled, riderless bronze dragon next to Fraoch was shaking and whimpering. The courtyard in Kallodhon’s Keep was large, but the dozen dragons within it made it look small.

Llorn peered up at the crumbling walls. A dozen men and women kept watch. Dozens more were saddling dragons – some in the courtyard, others in the snowy field outside the gates. Irik and Raef waited near Bellicor in the courtyard’s far corner. Bellicor kept eyeing the imperial bronze. Slaver dripped from the onyx’s mouth as he craned his neck and flashed his flame-colored eyes.

The bronze whimpered again, and Bellicor stormed forward and smashed his tail on the stones.

Young Irik yanked on Bellicor’s reins and shouted, “No! Back, Bellicor! Back!”

The old onyx dragon stopped and backed up into the corner, never taking its eyes from the bronze.

The bronze’s rider, a Praecian dracora, had been killed after a long chase. When the fire in the bronze’s belly went out, Fraoch had ensorcelled it with her breath. Like Bellicor, Fraoch wanted to eat the other beast, but Llorn forbade her. The dragon was for Morraine to feast on.

Fraoch growled low, and a light blue mist billowed from her nostrils and blew away in the morning breeze.

“Stop grousing.” Llorn headed up the crumbling stone stairs to the front door of the ancient stone fortress. “Just keep him quiet and still.”

The bronze’s rider would have given Morraine more sustenance – they’d captured the man and could have brought him back to the keep, too – but Llorn was done feeding her people. It only seemed to make her hungrier. And more than that, it wasn’t right. He saw that now. So he’d slit the rider’s throat and left him on the hill before he, Fraoch, and the bronze flew back to the keep.

Inside, he went downstairs and followed a long hallway lit by hundreds of wisps. The air was warmer than in the courtyard, yet Llorn felt colder. Thinner, somehow. It was the wisps, the souls of the dead, many of which Strages had commanded as part of his undead army in the time of the Ruining. They ran thick throughout the keep and the marshlands, tiny blue flames drifting like motes of dust. One touched his cheek, and a battle of dragonscale-armored soldiers played in his mind – men screaming and stabbing, horses shrieking, metal clanging, blood spraying everywhere.

At the end of the hall was the door to the stairs leading down to the torture chamber, where they were keeping Strages. He heard voices talking behind it. He’d ordered Morraine to prepare herself for an assault on Skjalgard. She might be doing so with the ancient paragon, but Morraine had been acting strangely of late. She’d become irritable about feeding. She wanted to live a normal life, she said. Well, too bad.

Twice he’d heard her whispering to Strages, but both times she stopped when she sensed him approaching.

“What do you talk to him about?” Llorn had asked her on one such occasion.

“About life before the Ruining.”

“Why? What do you care?”

“It keeps him quieter. It relaxes him. Isn’t that what you want?”

“I want a weapon,” Llorn said. “That’s all.”

“Yes, but controlling him is a constant battle for me. So let me have my talks.”

Llorn had agreed, but he was still haunted by her order to kill her own daughter. She said she didn’t mean it, that she’d said it out of anger. She’d been angry, true, but it had felt chillingly sincere.

Llorn had long since reconciled himself with the fact that blood needed to be spilled to get the empire out of the Holt – hells, he’d killed his own brother to make it happen – but a mother calling for the death of her own daughter? Morraine had always been hard, much harder than their mother, Rygmora, but she’d loved Rhiannon in life. She’d doted on the girl before the empire found her, tortured her, and strung her from the gallows.

Llorn had known Morraine would be different in her second life, but he hadn’t expected such depravity. It made him wonder, once again, if Aarik had been right to work toward compromise. Llorn shook his head, angry with himself for even considering it. Aarik’s intentions were good, but the empire would never have abided by a peace deal.

He continued toward the torture chamber as quietly as he could. He couldn’t quite hear what was being said; then the voices stopped altogether.

Morraine’s voice filtered through the door. “Is that you spying again, Brother?”

Llorn opened the door and stepped onto the stone landing. Wisps floated all through the circular chamber, dreamlike. Morraine was kneeling on the floor, holding the shard Andros Lyndenfell had brought them two nights before. Strages knelt next to her in a pitted helm and darksteel armor.

“I wasn’t spying,” Llorn called down to her. “It’s time to go.”

Morraine tapped the shard in her palm. “Very well.” She came up the stairs and Strages followed.

Llorn waited for them, then led them back to the courtyard. “Have you examined the shard?”

“I have,” Morraine said. “We both have. There’s nothing strange about it. No spell that we can detect.”

Llorn was still worried about some sort of trap. All Kalden had told him about it was that it served both their interests. Perhaps that was true, but there had to be more to it. Llorn smelled a trap, but for the life of him, he couldn’t discern its nature.

A light snow had begun to fall by the time they reached the courtyard. Llorn led Morraine to the quavering bronze. “Feast, and we’ll leave.”

Morraine approached the bronze. Its eyes rolled. Its breath came fast and heavy. When Morraine raised the shard, the beast shivered violently, rattling its barbs.

“What are you doing?” Llorn asked.

“Preparing for Skjalgard.”

Strages lumbered forward and stood in front of the dragon. Llorn’s Knives watched him. They were brave souls, his Knives, but Llorn saw how tense they’d suddenly become, as if an enemy had just wandered into their midst, not an ally.

Strages took the beast’s snout in both hands and opened its toothy maw. The paragon groaned, and a thin blue tendril of light flowed from the dragon into Strages’ open mouth.

Llorn didn’t know what was happening, but he felt like he’d be a fool to let it continue. “Morraine—”

“Silence!” she roared. “It’s almost done.”

Llorn drew his longsword. “Make him stop.”

“No, Brother. Now be quiet or leave.”

Llorn felt like he’d bet too much on this gambit, but what could he do now but let his hand play out?

Blue light flowed from the dragon as thick as could fit in Strages’ mouth. The bronze’s scales faded from dusky red to light pink. It shivered and shook, tried to wrench its head away, but Strages held tight. At last, the bronze collapsed onto its belly, slapping its tail on the courtyard stones. Its wings stilled. Strages released the dragon’s snout and strode over to Morraine, who was holding the shard. He took Morraine’s head in his hands, leaned close, and opened his mouth like he would kiss her.

A bright blue light flowed from his mouth into Morraine’s. Llorn shielded his eyes from the brilliant light. Morraine threw her head back and moaned. The light faded, and Strages let go of Morraine and stepped away.

Morraine put her hands on her knees and breathed. When she stood up, her eyes were bright, her face flushed.

Up on the wall, Ayasha gasped and put a hand on her pregnant belly. Llorn wasn’t sure why at first. Then he saw the dead bronze’s tail twitch. Its talons scraped the ice and stone. It clambered onto its wing joints and raised its head, croaked and screeched, roared and belched blue flames at the sky.

Llorn wondered if this was what it was like during the Ruining, Strages raising whatever he pleased to fight for him. For many years Llorn had looked upon that elder age with childlike fascination. It was a time of pain, perhaps, but also a time when good vanquished evil. Now he thought, perhaps, it was a time filled with naught but horror, and he’d been a fool to bring even a small part of it back.

Morraine stepped toward the pale bronze. It lowered its head, and she touched its lucerta. “Achillea,” she said. “I’ll call you Achillea.” She turned to Llorn. “What do you think, Brother?”

Llorn didn’t want to answer, but the silence extended into awkwardness. “As good a name as any.”

Morraine climbed up to the saddle with the apparent ease of a young woman, and Strages climbed up behind her. She took up the reins and smiled down at Llorn. “We’re ready.”

Llorn climbed into Fraoch’s saddle and nodded up to Ayasha.

Ayasha took up a dragonhorn, blew a long, wavering note. Llorn snapped his reins, and Fraoch launched up over the courtyard. Morraine and Strages followed, then Irik and Raef on Bellicor. More than seventy dragons in all rose up behind them, the largest force of Kin dragonriders in the Holt since the assault on Ancris. It should have been a proud moment, but Morraine’s strange ritual had tainted it all. Somehow, freedom for the Holt felt further away than ever.

They flew for hours over the wintry forest. The landscape was broken here and there by bluffs, vales, and the occasional river or stream. At the high, finger-like hills known as the Winding, they flew low to avoid being seen by the lookouts in Skjalgard. Then they swept over Brindlemere Lake. Skjalgard, the sprawling city halfway from Glaeyand to the sea, lay along the far bank.

War horns blew from the port city. A dozen radiant dragons loyal to the reeve – and so, the imperator – rose up from the walled eyrie on its hill. A dracora riding a brilliant brass dragon flew straight for Llorn. Llorn readied a javelin, but Morraine intercepted the brass on Achillea. The brass shot a bright white bolt of lightning that cut across Achillea’s chest and tail, charring scale and flesh and leaving a trail of black smoke. Achillea blew a great gout of blue flames, enveloping the brass. It swung around, trailing blue flames as its wings caught fire. It arced down, plummeted into the lake, and began to sink. Its rider swam toward shore, but soon sank as well. Achillea screeched and blew a plume of blue flame into the air.

The radiant and umbral dragons swarmed, blasting clouds of poison, spitting acid and fire. Llorn held tight to the reins and gripped the saddle with his legs as Fraoch wove among them. Llorn flung a javelin and pierced a gold dragon’s wing. He lost sight of the gold as Fraoch blew a plume of blue breath at a streaking silver. The silver veered, avoiding most of it, then a great bloody iron flew in and bashed Fraoch hard. Llorn was nearly thrown. The iron careened away. The sky was so thick with dragons, Llorn doubted the black behemoth was even trying to hit Fraoch.

Llorn spotted a viridian windmilling toward the water. An amber, in flames, followed it down. But Skjalgard’s cohort was small, and Llorn’s host soon overwhelmed them. A horn sounded surrender. The surviving radiants fled. Soldiers on the walls waved white flags. In the melee, Llorn had lost track of Morraine and Strages, so he flew for the bulky stone eyrie and landed in the grassy field beyond the walls. Some of his host were off chasing the radiants. The rest followed Llorn and landed in the field as well.

Llorn dismounted, entered the courtyard, and ordered the eyrie’s soldiers to gather near the eyrie’s entrance. Some twenty men and a few women huddled together there. Llorn knew more would be hiding, so he ordered Karn, one of his eldest men, and certainly his crankiest, to organize a search party.

Karn bowed and moved to obey, and Llorn approached the gathered soldiers. “Who’s the ranking officer?”

A lanky man with a long beard limped forward. “I am.”

The fellow suddenly looked up, started backing away, tripped, and fell hard on his rump.

Llorn backed up in the opposite direction. Pale Achillea was descending fast, wings spread wide. The dragon landed, roared, and breathed flames over the soldiers. The men and women screamed and fell to the ground burning, but instead of charring black, their flesh turned white and ashy, like they’d been caught in an arcfire.

Morraine and Strages climbed down from the saddle and approached the burned bodies.

“Damn you, Morraine,” Llorn roared, “I gave no order to kill them!”

Morraine laughed and turned the shard in her hands.

The lanky officer began to stir. A woman in an apron pushed herself to her knees. One by one, the burned bodies stood up on quavering limbs and stared at Morraine, their mouths gaping, their eyes dark and vacant. One by one, they bowed their heads to her, shuffled toward the eyrie proper, and entered through its open doors.

“This is how we win,” Morraine told Llorn. “Not through peace accords with our enemies, but through fear, through power.”

“We need these people behind us,” Llorn said. “What kind of message does this send to other villages and cities in the Holt?”

“That they’d better pick a side before it’s too late.”

Raef, Karn, and some of Llorn’s other dragonriders were staring at him and Morraine, Llorn realized. He stepped closer to Morraine and told her, “These are the people we’re trying to liberate.”

“No.” Morraine pointed to the undead horde huddled beyond the eyrie doors. “Not them. They’re the empire’s tools. We must rid the Holt of them. Then we can have peace.” She stalked away, entered the eyrie, and the horde shuffled after her. Strages stayed, facing Llorn, his eyeless helm covering the scarred pits where his eyes had once been.

“The fuck you looking at?” Llorn asked.

Strages turned his head toward Raef and the other dragonriders, then he followed Morraine into the eyrie. Achillea trailed after him, screeching, and Strages slid the eyrie doors closed.

“Well?” Llorn barked at Raef and the others. “Get to it!”
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FIFTY-THREE: LORELEI

When Lorelei arrived at The Antler’s taproom, Krannock was bustling behind the bar, and Rylan and Creed were sitting at a table near the hearth. Creed was drinking from a beer stein that had apparently been made for a titan. Rylan’s mug looked made for a normal-sized human.

“Oy.” Krannock slid a mug across the bar toward Lorelei. “Your man ordered it for you.”

Lorelei wasn’t sure who her man was, or at least how Krannock knew so much, so she just smirked, picked up the mug, and sat at the table with Rylan and Creed.

“It’s a Skjalgard bitter,” Rylan told her. “One of their signature brews.”

Before she could taste it, Creed picked up his stein and held it up. “To the holes in our nets!”

It was a custom in the Holt to allow a fellow drinker to finish a toast, but Rylan had clearly not heard this one, which came from Creed’s homeland, so Lorelei stepped in. “May they be smaller than the fishes!”

They clinked mugs and drank. The beer was hoppy and nutty, with a bitter aftertaste that Lorelei swore made her thirstier than before she’d tasted it. After the business in the cellar and the underroot, she was in the mood for something lighter, something like they used to drink in Ancris.

Rylan cringed. “Want something else?”

“Next round,” Lorelei said.

Creed gazed around the empty tavern. “We probably shouldn’t stay long. Half of Tallow knows we’re here. The other half will know come nightfall.”

Rylan leaned back in his chair. “Kalden has few enough friends in the village.”

“It only takes one,” Creed shot back.

“Krannock knows everyone in Tallow,” Rylan said. “They’ll protect us. Plus, we’re not in the underroot anymore. Kalden knows we’re under Lucran’s protection here. I doubt he’ll try anything in broad daylight.”

Ash and Azariah entered through the rear door. Creed glanced at them and said, “I hope you’re right.”

“Anything interesting?” Lorelei asked as the two men approached.

“A few things,” Ash said. “We think we can remove the stones. Trouble is, Faedryn will almost certainly sense it when we do.”

Azariah added, “Which is why we must proceed with—”

The rear door clanked open and Skylar entered with Yzolde, who looked as dour as when Lorelei had left her with Éoralynn. Behind them was a young man with curly hair, dark skin, and a broad face. Kellen, a retired inquisitor turned historian and Lorelei’s one-time partner, entered behind the young man and closed the door. Kellen’s broad shoulders pressed against the seams of his gray scholar robe. He’d cut his hair short again, which better showed the burn scars on the left side of his face. As they brought chairs to the table, Kellen continued a conversation with Yzolde that must have begun before they entered.

Lorelei and Yzolde nodded stiffly at each other. They’d spoken only briefly the morning after Kressa’s death. Lorelei had tried to apologize for the part she’d played in it, but her confession had only seemed to make Yzolde angry, so she’d said her goodbyes, and she and Creed had left.

Brock, apparently returned from whatever errand he’d been on, shouted from the kitchen, “I want my godsdamned life back! I’ve got a son, Krannock!”

The low drone of Krannock’s voice followed, too soft to hear. A moment later, Krannock bustled out of the kitchen while wiping his hands with a towel. If he was embarrassed or bothered by Brock’s outburst, he didn’t show it. Brock, looking surly, followed Krannock out of the kitchen, strode to the back door, and pulled on his coat.

Krannock said, “Me and the boys’ve got a few things to tend to. Tavern’s yours for the night.” He hung the towel on a hook behind the bar and faced Lorelei, Creed, and the rest. “Drink your fill. The quintarch will reward The Antler’s generosity, I’m sure.”

Skylar smiled graciously, though Lorelei could tell from the tightness around her mouth she was annoyed by Krannock’s boorishness. “Of course he will.”

Krannock and the mountainous Brock left for the rear courtyard. The wagon jingled, horse hooves clopped, and the sounds died away.

Skylar started in. “There’s a lot we need to discuss, but before we begin, this” – she gestured at the young man – “as you may have guessed, is Rhodri, the ferryman we’ve been after. What he is about to tell you we have already told my father and Willow Lyndenfell. Both have agreed that it is the best way forward, and they will help as they can. None of you need volunteer to help. Even if you do, Victanius will decide who goes and who stays.”

“All very cryptic,” Creed said.

“And for good reason.” Skylar motioned to Rhodri. “The stage is yours.”

She sat, and Rhodri stood up near the fire and cleared his throat. “What’s…” He cleared his throat again, louder this time. “What’s become clear is that Faedryn is using the maze to enslave people. It’s what he did to me and Yzolde. He’s done it to many other people, including some here in Glaeyand.” He swallowed hard. “From what we can tell, I was one of the first. Maybe the first. He’s gotten better at it. A lot better. And now he’s found a way to use stones chiseled from the vyrda to, we think, control more people at once. Likely for longer periods of time, too.”

“So what do we do?” Lorelei asked.

Rhodri stared at her wide-eyed, as if he’d suddenly lost his train of thought, then he continued. “Vyrda have been burned, at least according to ferryman lore. It was done many centuries ago, when a blight spread through the trees. The druins didn’t know what to do, but our guild master determined the maze was infecting the trees somehow. So the ferryman guild and one of the druins came up with a ritual to burn the vyrda and save the trees.”

“Like cauterizing a wound,” Kellen said, “to stave off infection.”

“Yeah, something like that,” Rhodri said. “We want to perform that ritual on Glaeyand’s vyrd. Ferrymistress Yzolde has worked hard to gain the guild’s acceptance. So tonight, a few hours after cant, we’re going to gather at the vyrd and begin the ritual. If all goes well, we’ll finish by reckoning. If it works, we’ll have a haven of sorts, a place Faedryn can no longer touch.”

“At the cost of traveling by maze,” Rylan said.

“That was already all but lost,” Yzolde told them. “It’s been too dangerous to travel by maze with Faedryn lurking there.”

“What the ferrymen need,” Skylar added, “is protection to complete the ritual. Anyone going should be ready to fight. As I said, none of you are required to go, but given how intimately you’ve been involved, I thought you deserved the option.”

“What happens when it’s done?” Lorelei asked.

Yzolde nodded. “Good question. Kalden and anyone else who has been enthralled will need medical attention. We’ll remove their stones if we can and help them recover. We have no idea as yet how long that will take – there could be ten or a hundred with stones in their chests. And there’s another problem. Given that Kalden won his seat in part because of Faedryn’s manipulations, we may want to push for a new vote.”

“Even if all goes to plan,” Creed said, “we’ll still have the Red Knives and Strages to deal with.”

“Correct,” Skylar said. “My father and the other quintarchs have agreed to a special council to discuss it. They’re bringing four full wings of dragons. The newly awakened paragons, Cinder and Ember, will join them. We can deal with the Red Knives. The question is whether Llorn will see it and have the sense to surrender.”

Somehow Lorelei doubted he would, but it was the only plan they had. “Well, I’m in. I want to see this through.”

“Me too, I suppose,” Creed said.

“I am at your disposal, Princess,” Rylan said.

“Very good,” Skylar said. “I thank you all. And my father thanks you. I think a round of drinks is in order.”

“We have much to do, Princess,” Yzolde said.

Skylar seemed a bit embarrassed. “Of course,” she said, “you and Rhodri go on.”

After a few farewells, Yzolde and Rhodri left, and Azariah stood. “I’m not up for revelry, I’m afraid.”

Everyone but Skylar seemed relieved. “One drink?”

“I’m exhausted,” he said. “And spirits will leave me even less prepared to prevent my friend from interfering with us.” Lorelei was relieved he recognized the danger the Hissing Man posed. Azariah started toward the stairs. “Fetch me when you’re ready.” His footsteps slowly faded.

Left in the taproom were the people who’d met in The Bent Tulip on a floating island in ruined Ancris those many months ago: Kellen, Skylar, Rylan, Creed, Ash, and Lorelei. Earlier, Lorelei had felt relieved to be among so many allies, but now that it was just the six of them, she felt doubly blessed. These were people she could trust, and who trusted her. She felt grateful to have them in her life.

“Drinks!” Creed said. He went to the bar, poured six mugs of Trinustine stout, and he and Ash handed them around. Creed sat and raised his mug. “My grandfather once told me that courage is being scared of a storm but sailing into it anyway. I feel a storm coming. A terrible one.” He raised his mug higher. “But I’ll brave it if you will.”

Lorelei raised her mug and recited a Tragosian saying, “We sail the waves or die!”

The others lifted their own mugs and cried in unison, “We sail the waves or die!”

As one, they drank.

The stout’s caramel sweetness swept Lorelei back to The Tulip and their first talk about Faedryn, Strages, and Yeriel. As they’d feared, Strages was now in the hands of the Red Knives. Faedryn’s power and influence had grown immeasurably. And Yeriel was more active in the Holt than she’d been in centuries, but Lorelei was no longer convinced she could be trusted to help when it came to Faedryn, or even Strages.

Azariah’s words from the cellar about how far Faedryn saw still haunted her. Azariah was surely right. Enslaving people with the stones was clearly part of his plan. But so was awakening Cinder and Ember. So was arranging for the shard to be given to Llorn. There was likely more besides. It felt chaotic, which made her think that neither she nor any of the others were seeing the big picture.

Cant came and went, and Kellen scraped his chair closer to Lorelei. “Skylar mentioned what you found at the bramble, about Yeriel conspiring with Alra? I wonder if…” He paused and cast his gaze about. Everyone was focused on him. “I didn’t mean to halt the festivities.”

“It’s all right,” Creed said. “We all need to hear this.”

Kellen got up and threw another log on the fire. “I just wanted to hear the full story,” he said as he sat back down.

Lorelei did her best to tell them what the trees had shown her, giving more weight to the hunger Alra and Yeriel had spoken about, the strange potion that was applied to the Heartstone, and the apparent trapping of the paragons while Faedryn escaped. By the time she was done, mugs were empty and the mood was decidedly more contemplative.

“It makes me wonder about the Ruining,” Skylar said as she poured another round. “We’re all taught it was when Faedryn was freest to commit his cruelties and was what led to Alra standing against him. But now I wonder how much of it is really true.”

“After the Sundering,” Kellen said, “you’ll recall I wanted to dig into Yeriel’s past. I did, but I found so little I shifted my focus to the Ruining and the years leading up to it. It was a terrible time. Horrendous for those in and around the Great Basin. The Church claims that Faedryn corrupted Strages and Ember and all the rest, and that Alra freed them of his influence and that, together, they struck Faedryn down. But there’s so much that doesn’t fit that narrative. Strages, for example, killed thousands and raised them from the dead, then used them to conquer cities, including Kallodhon, where he ruled for many years. During that time, he fought Faedryn, decades before Alra supposedly freed him.

“Cinder and Ember,” he continued, “subjugated the city that would one day become Gorminion and demanded human sacrifice to give them magical power. They continued to do so for years after Alra supposedly lifted Faedryn’s spell from them.” Kellen itched his burn mark. “A powerful magi – another paragon, I now suspect – built an impregnable fortress. The fortress was probably meant to keep the other paragons out, but there were notes of a cult in a nearby city that worshipped the magi like a god. They delivered magical artifacts to him and brought tributes of young men and women who were forced to fight one another in gladiatorial combat for his amusement. Alra eventually took that fortress. Watching people die for amusement is disturbing enough on its own, but imagine my shock when I learned the magi’s symbol, not Alra’s, was an eight-pointed star.”

Lorelei said, “You think Alra killed the magi.”

“Yes,” Kellen said, “and usurped the religion born around him.”

For a time, no one spoke. Lorelei felt too afraid to. Could the Church really have lied about so much?

“And what about Rai’al and Izrahim?” Creed asked.

Kellen took a long sip of his beer and licked his lips. “I found next to nothing on Rai’al. Izrahim moved from city to city, village to village, devouring people and taking on their likenesses before casting them aside for someone else. That alone doesn’t add much to my thesis that the paragons are a lot more than they seem, but I’ve only just begun digging into him.”

Lorelei noted another glaring omission. “You didn’t mention Faedryn.”

“For good reason,” Kellen said with a crooked smile. “I couldn’t find a single text on him that didn’t follow Church gospel. And Alra was mentioned only once in the accounts about the magi.” He shrugged. “Much of the truth about that time is likely lost for good at this point, at least from the old texts, but I’m certain of this much: the Holt and the empire will suffer greatly should the paragons be freed. We should make sure the quintarchs know it.”

Creed snorted. “Easier said than done.”

“Yes, well, I don’t see any quintarchs here,” Ash said, “and if I hear another word of this, I’m likely to down a bottle of henbane.” Without waiting for anyone to reply, he took up a song about a tinker from Beltayne who planned to visit every city in the world. He had a beautiful voice, and Lorelei found her mood lifting the longer he sang. They all clapped when he was done.

Rylan finished his beer and stood. “Forgive me, but I hear my pillow calling.”

He set his mug on the bar, lit a candle, and headed up the stairs. Lorelei found herself staring, wondering what it would be like to join him. You’re allowed to love someone. She’d scoffed at Creed when he’d said it, but there in the tavern, with the warmth of the fire and the slight tipsiness of the beer, she wondered if she’d been too quick to dismiss the idea.

Skylar took up a new song. Creed seemed to be staring at Lorelei. Then he put his arm around Ash’s shoulders and tipped his head toward the stairs.

She wanted to go. She needed something besides darkness in her life, but…

Creed was right. But then she thought about Rylan’s home in the woods, and her home in the mountains…

“I’m tired, too,” she said. She stood and felt as though words were written on her forehead, telling everyone what she was about to go do, but for once she didn’t care.

Ash squeezed her hand. Kellen nodded. Skylar glanced up at her, smiled, and kept on singing.

Lorelei walked stiffly away and forced herself to take the stairs at the same pace she normally would, if only to pretend her heart wasn’t beating a tattoo. She paused at the top and stood in the dark hallway.

Light glowed below the door on her left. Lorelei softly knocked. Footsteps creaked. The door opened.

“Lorelei…” Rylan’s shirt ties were undone and he was in his underpants. His hair fell loosely on his shoulders. “Is something wrong?”

She realized she was standing there like a statue. She wasn’t quite sure what she wanted. She could still feel the warmth of his lips on her cheek outside the burrow. A kiss. She’d start with a kiss.

Rylan stepped back. “Would you like to come in?”

Lorelei took two steps forward, took his cheeks in her hands, and pressed her lips to his. He jerked back, and Lorelei broke away, but then suddenly his lips were back on hers, softer this time. She felt his hand on her shoulder, her neck.

She pushed him into the room and closed the door with her heel. They kissed again at the foot of the bed, and Lorelei had half a mind to throw him onto it.

“Lorelei…”

Then she did throw him onto it. They fell together, side by side, and Lorelei drew him in.

“Lorelei, wait.”

She didn’t want to talk. She didn’t want to think. All she could think of was how she wanted to make love to him.

She reached down between Rylan’s legs, but he pulled her hand away.

“I have to tell you something,” he said unexpectedly. “At the burrow, before I found you at the eyrie.” He stared deep into her eyes. “Blythe was there. We went to a festival with Hollis and when we came back, we…”

Lorelei rolled back a few inches. “You what?”

“We spent the night. I didn’t really mean to. Or maybe I did, but it was a mistake.”

Lorelei’s emotions swirled. She felt the sting of betrayal, but that wasn’t right. Or it wasn’t accurate. Rylan hadn’t made her any promises. As far as he’d known, they might never meet again. He had every right to sleep with Blythe or whomever he chose.

So why did it hurt so much?

She stepped off the bed. “Why would you even tell me that?”

“Because I lied to you, Lorelei. I lied about my reason for being in Ancris. I lied about the shard. This would have felt like a lie, too, unless you knew.”

For a moment, Lorelei didn’t know what to think. It was an apology of sorts, but it felt misplaced. Or maybe her hurt feelings were misplaced. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d let her social ineptitude blow something completely normal out of proportion. And she knew it wouldn’t sting if she didn’t care for him so much, which made her want to find a way to not care.

She backed toward the door. “I’m sorry,” she said, though she wasn’t sure why.

“It’s all right.” He shrugged and stood up on the opposite side of the bed.

She was about to apologize again and leave, but she heard pounding on the stairs. “Lorelei?” It was Ash. He sounded worried.

She opened the door. “What’s going on?”

“It’s time. We have to go to the vyrd, start the burning now.”

“Why?”

“Dragons are being readied at the eyrie. Kalden must have found out somehow.”

She looked to Rylan. He was already pulling his trousers on.

“Okay. I’ll get ready.”
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Rylan finished dressing and went downstairs, still thinking about the encounter with Lorelei. Skylar and Kellen were gone, but Lorelei, Creed, Ash, and Azariah were there, talking with Victanius and three praetorian guards in brightsteel armor. He joined them.

Victanius said to Azariah, “Skylar’s gone to speak with the quintarch. Kellen went with her. Dragons are being readied in the eyrie. We should assume Kalden has found out about our plan.”

Azariah’s ruined eyes twitched. “How many dragons?”

“A dozen, maybe more.”

Azariah seemed to chew on that a moment, then said, “Some of the dracorae he sends will be enslaved. Maybe all of them.”

Victanius nodded. “And Faedryn will want to see what’s happening for himself. We should count on him pulling the strings of anyone who stands against us, maybe all of them.”

Ash cringed. “But that’s a disaster. He’ll know what we’re up to as soon as the ferrymen are spotted near the vyrd!”

“Precisely. Which is why some of us will have to draw the dracorae away.” Victanius turned to Lorelei. “Summon Bothymus.”

“I already have,” she said. “Creed can ride with me.”

“Creed would be better at the vyrd,” Rylan said quickly. “Plus he hates flying. I’ll come with you.” What he’d said about Creed was true, but Rylan also wanted to talk to her.

She stared at him, jaw jutted.

Victanius said, “Fine. Let’s get go—”

“Wait,” Azariah called out. “Ash, I understand you were behind the alchemycal device Damika used to suppress my magic in Hrindegaard?”

Ash blew a long breath. “That’s right. I’m sorr—”

“Never mind that. Do you have more?”

“Several. In my pack.”

“Get them,” Azariah said. “They may disrupt Faedryn’s hold on anyone affected by the stones.”

Ash seemed stunned. “It just might…” He rushed toward the stairs, stopped, and hollered over his shoulder, “It would only work for a time, but it’s better than nothing!” He ran up the stairs.

Creed approached Lorelei. “All good?”

“Of course.” Lorelei marched toward the back door. “Let’s get to work. You coming, Rylan?”

Rylan nodded. “Uh… sure.”

Lorelei passed through the rear door, looking like she hadn’t heard, and Creed turned to Rylan. “What happened?”

“She’s seen me for the bumbling fool that I am.”

Creed laughed. “We’re all bumbling fools from time to—”

“Creed?” Damika was standing just inside the back door. “You’re with me.”

Creed clapped Rylan’s shoulder, and they left the tavern. In the yard out back, Rhodri and Yzolde were huddling with twenty ivory-eyed ferrymen. A dozen soldiers in Ancran red and a few in Glaeyand green were waiting in the slushy street. Andros called out to Lorelei. Rylan caught up to her, and they walked toward him.

Ash burst from the tavern. “Wait for me!” He stumbled out holding two short wooden tubes and some sort of fist-sized brass device. He kissed Lorelei’s cheek – “Stay safe” – nodded to Rylan and rushed to catch up to Azariah and Creed.

Andros, Lorelei, and Rylan followed Victanius’s praetorian guards toward the open forest. “We make for Kalden’s estate,” Andros said, “not Valdavyn, understand?”

Rylan waited for Lorelei to speak. When she didn’t, he said, “Got it.”

“When they engage,” Andros continued, “we retreat, and we keep retreating as long as they follow us. If they turn back, then so do we. Our aim is to keep them occupied, not to draw blood. Hopefully, it will give the ferrymen enough time for their ritual.”

When they reached the edge of the village, four dragons – a bronze, a gold, and two brasses – were waiting in a clearing. Lorelei waved Andros closer to the praetorians, then told them, “Let Bothymus stay behind the pack. When I give the signal, stare straight ahead, and don’t look back, understand?”

The praetorians nodded. Andros did, too, and said, “What are you planning?”

“A bit of a light show.” Lorelei took out an indurium lucerta, placed it on her tongue, and in a slightly garbled voice said, “Just be ready in case it doesn’t work.”

Andros shrugged. “Very well.”

Rylan never thought he’d see the day when Andros would stand against the imperator and his own brother in Kalden. He would be considered a traitor. He might consider himself a traitor. But he had changed since he’d found out about the shard. “Thank you for doing this,” Rylan said to him.

“I’m not doing it for you,” he said.

“I know. It’s just…” Magnor and Bothymus were moving in fast. “Oh, never mind.”

Lorelei watched them in silence.

Rylan wished he’d kept his mouth shut. When would he learn that his brother truly, from the bottom of his heart, hated him?

As he scanned the trees toward Glaeyand, Andros stepped closer to him. “I’m doing this for Glaeyand,” he said. “I’m doing it for House Lyndenfell and for Father.” He paused. “I know you were trying your best – with the shard, with Father, too.” He clapped Rylan on the shoulder. “Let’s both try to do better.”

Rylan blinked – even a half-assed apology like that must have been difficult for Andros – then he clapped Andros’s back. “I’ll try, as long as no one slips a noose around my neck.”

Andros smirked. “I make no promises.”

Magnor and Bothymus landed, and Andros swung into Magnor’s saddle. Lorelei climbed up on Bothymus’s saddle, held a hand down to Rylan, and he climbed up behind her. Victanius and his praetorians’ dragons launched up over the trees. Andros followed on Magnor, and Bothymus brought up the rear.

It was the time Rylan had been waiting for. “Lorelei, look, I’m really sorry…”

“Rylan, I can’t think about that now.”

“I know, it’s just—”

“I mean it, Rylan.” Her voice sounded more normal now. “I let you come with me because Creed would be useless in a fight, but I need my wits about me, and so do you. So please, shut up and keep a lookout.”

Rylan was glad she couldn’t see his face, because he must have looked like a fool. “Of course.”

They skirted Glaeyand but didn’t try to hide themselves as they flew toward Kalden’s home. A horn sounded as the eyrie and Kalden’s sprawling estate both came into view. The dragons they’d been warned about were winging from the eyrie’s staging deck. They appeared to be heading toward Tallow but quickly turned toward Bothymus and the rest. Among them were a pair of shepherds in white tabards.

Lorelei patted Rylan’s knee. “Be ready.” Then she leaned forward and stroked Bothymus’s neck. “Now’s our time, boy.”

Bothymus trumpeted. Lorelei waited a few seconds and then bellowed, “Subsequor…”

From the corners of his eyes, Rylan saw the vivid but soft blues and whorling yellows of Bothymus’s wings. The light changed to green then orange then blue and yellow again. It wasn’t Bothymus’s typical blazing display. It seemed mesmerizing and made Rylan’s eyes feel heavy. He dared a glance over his shoulder and saw colored light trailing behind them in great, wavering sheets.

Fourteen, maybe fifteen dragons from the eyrie swung around and trailed after Bothymus in a ragged line, like ducklings. Rylan was reminded of revenants, vengeful spirits in the old stories that laid trails of light for the unwary and lured them to marshes or swamps where they drowned themselves.

Victanius, Andros, and the others led the way, while Bothymus dazzled the trailing dragons. Rylan worried Bothymus wouldn’t be able to keep it up – most induria could only light up their wings for a few moments – but the brilliant colors continued to swirl and the radiants all followed. When Rylan lost sight of Glaeyand far behind them, he thought it just might work. Soon, even if Bothymus’s strength did fade, Kalden’s dragons wouldn’t have time to get back to the vyrd.

Then someone bellowed behind them, “Abiiciamus ergo!”

Though Rylan wasn’t fluent in the empire’s elder tongue, he recognized the spell of protection. He dared another glance back and saw a shepherd on a silver dragon, holding a mace overhead, his eyes aglow.

“Lorelei, be careful…”

The glass-shattering of a silver dragon shifting in space sounded to his left. The silver dragon was suddenly there, screeching and veering toward Bothymus.

Rylan held the saddle loops tight and squeezed with his legs. Bothymus roared and banked right. The silver shot its head forward and sunk its teeth into Bothymus’s neck.

Bothymus’s wings dimmed. Rylan blinked, trying to clear the afterglow. Bothymus twisted away, and Rylan felt hot blood splatter his face.

“Oh, gods!” Lorelei shouted.

Bothymus tried to bite back, but the silver shimmered, shattered, was gone.

Rylan couldn’t see where the silver reappeared, which meant it was likely below them. Bothymus had seen it and twisted mid-air and raked the silver with his talons. The dragons writhed and spun downward.

Rylan glanced up as the dragons fought. Kalden’s dragons were closing in on Magnor and the praetorian cohort. Then Bothymus swung around, and Rylan lost sight of Magnor. The silver raked Bothymus’s chest and spiraled away.

Bothymus bellowed, arced toward the forest, and clung to the trunk of a citadel, breathing in great heaves. Blood coursed from a deep wound to his neck. Rylan spotted a lynx burrow above a broken bough. “Keep Bothymus steady.”

“He’s hurt,” Lorelei said. Then, as Rylan held onto her shoulders and stood up in the saddle, she craned her neck. “Good gods, what are you doing?”

“Turning myself into bait.” Bothymus adjusted his wings on the citadel’s gnarled trunk, and nearly shook Rylan off. He waited for the big indurium to settle again, then scrabbled up Bothymus’s barbed neck and jumped onto the bough.

“Go,” he said. “I’ll keep it occupied.”

Lorelei nodded and pulled the reins. Bothymus dropped from the tree, spread his wings, and soared away.

Rylan crept along the bough, away from the trunk, dizzyingly high above the forest floor. A fall would surely kill him. He spotted the silver coming around. It screeched and winged hard for Bothymus. Rylan raised his right hand, spread his fingers, and sang as loudly as he could. He filled the melody with percussive sounds and reached his mind out toward the silver. He felt a tentative connection and grabbed it. He channeled the anger and terror of being left for dead by Andros through to the silver. Then, he cast himself as Andros.

The silver soared past the citadel. Rylan thought he’d failed to attract it through its anger, but then the gleaming silver appeared next to him with a piercing crash and fixed its blue-eyed glare on him.

Rylan sprinted toward the burrow and dove through the hole. The silver slammed hard onto the bough. Rylan scrabbled into the darkness, praying the burrow was unoccupied. The silver bit and clawed at the burrow opening, slowly widening it. Its shepherd rider shouted, “Acquiesco! Acquiesco!”

The silver continued to rage, scratch, and claw, then it stopped suddenly. The tree shook as the big silver turned around on the bough. Then it speared its tail through the opening.

Rylan ducked, and the tail’s sharp tip thunked into the wood behind him. The tree shuddered. The silver drew back its tail and tried again. Rylan dodged and twisted. Frills lashed his cheek, cut along his neck. Seven hells, he’d forged his own deathtrap.

The tail withdrew again, then a wave of terror came through the connection from the silver, and it shrieked. Bothymus swept past the opening. A thump shook the tree. The roaring and screeching echoed so loud in the burrow that Rylan covered his ears.

Rylan crawled to the burrow’s round entrance and peeked out. Far below, Bothymus and the silver tangled together, teeth flashing. Bothymus spun out, veered away, and kicked the silver with his massive hind legs. The silver tumbled down and crashed into a stand of larch. It didn’t come out again. Bothymus swung up and around toward the burrow, and, thank the ancients, Lorelei was still in the saddle.

Bothymus landed below the bough, and snaked his head up. With a good deal more care than he’d taken scrabbling up, Rylan climbed down Bothymus’s neck and into the saddle behind Lorelei.

“Well, that was bloody stupid,” she said. “You nearly got yourself killed!”

“Bothymus needed time.”

“Maybe, but was that really the way—”

A horn sounded from the direction of Glaeyand.

“The vyrd,” Rylan said.

Lorelei nodded, and Bothymus launched from the citadel.
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Lorelei guided Bothymus toward Glaeyand’s vyrd, but the further they flew, the more Rylan realized Bothymus was flagging.

“Something’s wrong with Bothymus,” he said.

“He lost a lot of blood.” Lorelei leaned to her left and looked at the wound on his neck. “I think we need to land.”

Rylan nodded. “I think you’re right.”

“What do you think, Bothymus?” Bothymus gurgled, and Lorelei said, “He can take us a bit further.”

Bothymus flew another few miles. They passed over Tallow on their left, and swung back around toward Glaeyand. Bothymus approached a low hill, flapping his wings to slow himself, but he was too weak.

“Oh gods,” Lorelei said, “hold tight.”

They landed hard, hit the snow with a loud thwap, and slid halfway down the far side of the hill. Rylan climbed off quickly to ease the dragon’s burden.

Lorelei rooted through a saddlebag. “Go on. I need to tend to his wounds.”

Rylan wasn’t certain he should leave them alone, but Lorelei glowered at him, so he started toward the vyrd.

“The fates shine on you!” he called lamely over his shoulder.

He climbed up a ridge, scrabbled down the other side, and up a shallower rise, where he heard the clash of steel, men shouting, and some chanting. He ran through a patch of forest and finally spotted the snow-topped menhirs of the vyrd. Yzolde, Rhodri, and several dozen other ferrymen were gathered in a circle around it, holding their hands up and chanting a dirge. Skylar and Ash stood guard with swords at the ready. Damika was with them, shouting orders.

To the left of the vyrd, Creed and a dozen of Lucran’s soldiers were fighting men in Glaeyand’s colors. Azariah stood next to them, bent over, crooked, and laughing in a high-pitched wheeze.

Rylan drew his cutlass and pounded toward Damika. One of Kalden’s men blew a horn. A roar came from above. A bronze dragon swept around a citadel. Kalden, in his helm and full brightsteel, was in the saddle. He guided it toward the fight and shouted, “Efflo!”

The bronze swept its wings, stopped, and hovered. Then it belched a great blast of fire at the ferrymen.

Azariah raised his hands and shouted words of power. The flames recoiled from an invisible shield and scattered, well short of the ferrymen, melting the snow and casting the menhirs in a red glow.

Andrilor, Lucran’s brilliant gold dragon, approached from the right, with Lucran in the saddle. The dragon screeched, and Rylan pinched his eyes shut before Andrilor filled the vyrd with his blinding light. It was so bright, even through his eyelids, he covered them with his forearm.

When it dimmed and Rylan opened his eyes, soldiers on both sides had stopped fighting and were blinking fiercely and rubbing their eyes. The bronze had landed and was whipping its head back and forth and rattling it barbs. Andrilor flapped above, perhaps waiting for the right time to strike.

“Now, Creed!” Ash shouted.

Creed took two long strides toward the bronze dragon, raised one of the wooden tubes Ash had been carrying, and blew into it. A cloud of blue powder sprayed from the other end, enveloping the dragon’s neck and shoulders, and Kalden.

Ash threw his brass device into the cloud. It sparked and smoked, bounced off the dragon’s wing, and lit into a sheet of blue light.

The light twisted and shifted like a bedsheet in the wind. The bronze staggered back and launched into the air so suddenly Kalden fell from the saddle, landed hard on his back, and lost his helm. He got shakily to his feet and looked around, his sweaty hair plastered to his skull. Then he grimaced and fell to his knees, grabbed his forehead, and screamed.

Andrilor landed and Lucran jumped down. He stared at the retreating bronze, the chanting ferrymen, then strode toward Kalden. Skylar and Rylan joined him.

Quintarch Lucran stopped next to Kalden, and when Kalden stopped screaming, asked, “Can you hear me?” Kalden only breathed like a wounded animal. Lucran glanced back at Skylar, then asked again, “Kalden, can you hear me?”

The chanting had hardly broken during the fight. And now that Rylan was closer, he heard a low hum coming from the menhirs.

Kalden finally looked up at Lucran and narrowed his eyes. His gaze shifted to Skylar and Rylan, and he blinked. He seemed terribly confused.

Skylar stepped next to Lucran. “Kalden, you’ve been sick.”

Kalden looked up at her. “No, I haven’t.”

“Yes, you have. You were ensnared by Faedryn in the maze. He’s done it to many people.”

“Done what?”

Skylar stepped closer and bent to look in his eyes. “Enslaved them.” She pointed to his breastplate. “Look at your chest.”

Kalden stared down at the gleaming steel. “What?”

“Under your armor,” she said. “Your chest.”

He pulled at his breastplate and tried to look under it, but the armor was strapped too tight. Then he pressed his hand to his breast. “Goddess of light.”

“It’s all right.” Skylar touched his shoulder. “We’ll get you help.”

Kalden stared at Lucran, and Lucran nodded. “And Glaeyand will be safe from Faedryn’s influence. It’s nearly done.”

Kalden gazed at the ferrymen. Their song had become a single, low note. The menhirs made a loud, steady drone.

Rylan felt suddenly desperate, as if everything was going wrong. “Skylar, back up.”

The drone grew louder, and Skylar pressed her hand to her gut and retched. “What?”

“I said back up!” Rylan suddenly felt like he’d drank way, way too much liquor. “Please!”

Skylar did, but she wasn’t moving fast enough. Rylan rushed forward. Kalden had a knife in his hand. He stood and lunged at Skylar.

Rylan yanked her backward, and Kalden narrowly missed slicing her neck.

Lucran drew his sword. Kalden snapped his head toward him and charged, caught him around the middle, and tackled him to the ground. He climbed on top of Lucran, and straddled Lucran’s waist. “You cannot stop me!” He used his free hand to shove Lucran’s head down.

Andrilor roared and reared up. Creed and several Ancran soldiers charged toward Kalden. Rylan lunged and tried to grab Kalden’s knife arm.

Before he could, Kalden cried out, “Your cities will burn!” He dragged the knife across Lucran’s neck. Blood spilled onto the snow.

Rylan pulled Kalden off. Creed wrenched the knife away.

“Papa!” Skylar fell to her knees next to her father. She pressed her gloved hands to his throat, but the blood spurted between her fingers, sprayed her blue cloak, and steamed in the unlight.

Lucran stared into Skylar’s eyes, his eyes gaping, a wheezing, sucking sound coming from his slit throat. His brow furrowed. He reached for her cheek, then his eyes went glassy, and he went still.

The menhirs’ drone had grown so loud Rylan cringed from it. One standing stone broke into three pieces and crumbled. Another cracked halfway along its length. The top slid and boomed onto the snowy ground, narrowly missing Yzolde. Three more menhirs shattered, and the drone ceased. The chanting did, too.

Kalden moaned, his eyes rolled up in his head, and he lay back, unconscious. His soldiers collapsed to the ground. The nausea Rylan had been feeling vanished, and a moment of eerie silence was broken by Skylar’s wails.

Rylan stood next to Skylar and rubbed her shoulder, feeling impotent. Azariah and Damika approached and stood over Lucran. Creed, Ash, and the ferrymen gathered behind them. Damika crouched beside Skylar and tried to comfort her, but Skylar didn’t even acknowledge her.

Rylan crouched, too. “Princess, I…” What could he possibly say? “I should have acted sooner. I’m sorry.”

Skylar looked up at him, then her gaze shifted. Lorelei was running full tilt toward them. She came to a sliding stop next to them and stared down at Lucran. Then she pulled Skylar up and swept her into a tight embrace.

“I’m so sorry,” Lorelei said, tears welling in her eyes.

Skylar started crying openly. Then she shook her head hard and broke from Lorelei’s embrace. She wiped her tears, then her nose. “What of the ritual?”

Damika glanced at Lucran’s dead body, then at Lorelei. “Princess—”

“Tell me what happened!” Skylar practically shouted.

Damika glanced at Lorelei, then said, “Yzolde says it worked.”

Skylar took a deep breath. “Then we must attend to my father and his soldiers.”

Damika bowed. “We’ll start immediately.” Then she left.

“Princess?” Azariah said. “Two dragons approach.”

Skylar stared up, then took off her winter cloak and laid it over her father’s head and chest. She took off her bloody gloves, lay them on the cloak, then scrubbed the cloak’s ermine trim with snow to remove some of the blood.

The dragons landed near the vyrd, and Victanius slid down the shoulder of the brass. Quintarch Zabrienne was on the gold dragon. As she climbed slowly down from her saddle, her necklace and earrings shone in the yellow lights of the start of reckoning. When she turned to face Skylar, Rylan saw she gripped a shard of the Heartstone in one hand.

She seemed to concentrate on the shard. Rylan had no idea why, at first; then Yzolde gasped. “There!”

A man was floating down toward them from the canopy. He was bony as a backstreet beggar and all but naked, with only a loincloth to cover his groin. His skin was pewter gray, his arms deeply scarred, but his head and neck were obscured by darkness. Horns stuck out from the darkness, as if he were a demon Zabrienne had summoned from the hells.

Rylan had no idea why Zabrienne would bring a paragon with her. Protection? To flaunt her power? Before Rylan could decide, the horned, ill-clothed man landed softly beside Zabrienne. A musky smell filled the air. Zabrienne’s gold dragon locked its agate eyes on him, screeched, and propelled itself backward with powerful beats of its wings.

Victanius cleared his throat and bowed. “Princess, allow me to introduce Ember, the Paragon of Caldoras.” Then, as he’d surely done with Quintarch Lucran countless times, he stepped to Skylar’s right, rested his hand on his gladius, and stood at attention.

Zabrienne and Skylar nodded crisply at each other, but Rylan was more interested in Ember, who seemed to be ignoring everything and everyone. Rylan couldn’t shake the feeling that the earth had shifted, and that nothing in the Holt would ever be the same.
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FIFTY-SIX: SKYLAR

Skylar stood next to Quintarch Zabrienne and the gaunt, otherworldly paragon, but she didn’t quite know what to say. She had come to the Holt to show her father she could measure up to his expectations, not only for herself but for Ransom, too. Now her father was dead, and all Skylar could think about was what she could have done differently. She’d defied his orders to help Azariah. Maybe if she’d gone home like he’d asked, none of this would have happened.

“I’m sorry for your loss, child,” Zabrienne told her. “Your father was a good man.”

“Thank you,” Skylar said tonelessly. She wanted to say something about her father, to honor him in some way before his fellow quintarch, but nothing came to her.

“A pity I didn’t arrive sooner.” Zabrienne tapped the shard against her palm, and when Skylar said nothing, she inhaled sharply. “The other quintarchs will be arriving shortly. We’d planned to hold council with your father, but… Well, perhaps Victanius can join us and tell us everything that has happened while you tend to your affairs.”

“No,” Skylar said, “I’ll join you.”

The lines around Zabrienne’s eyes deepened. She peered at Victanius, then Skylar. “Princess, surely your time is better spent—”

“I’ll join you.” Zabrienne likely wanted someone she could easily influence, and Skylar was tempted to give it to her, but her father wouldn’t have shrunk from his duty, nor would Ransom. She would speak for Ancris herself.

Zabrienne nodded, not unkindly, and said, “Very well. Join us when you can. In the meantime, I must ask that Azariah accompany me.”

Skylar opened her mouth, then closed it again. She didn’t know what Zabrienne wanted from the man, but she knew it wouldn’t end well for Azariah if she simply handed him over to the quintarchs. “Azariah is needed here.”

“Azariah needs to answer for the crimes he committed in my city.”

“But you allowed him to leave.”

“Yes, but only because Ancris had the greater claim. Your father swore to me Azariah’s just punishment awaited him. Yet here he is, a free man. So, clearly, that wasn’t the case.”

Azariah would be put to the question by Camadaea for assaulting a shepherd in Caldoras. It would mean days of torture, then death.

“Circumstances changed,” Skylar said. “The threat Faedryn poses demanded my father shift his attention to the Holt. And thank goodness he did. His decision to destroy the vyrd saved Glaeyand.” Zabrienne’s face pinched, and Skylar quickly went on. “Please, Your Majesty, give me time to help my father’s soldiers, then I’ll come and explain everything. All the quintarchs should hear it together.”

The lights of reckoning faded. Zabrienne glared at Azariah. The darkness around Ember’s head deepened. Skylar didn’t know if a silent command had just been given through the shard or if Ember had picked up on Zabrienne’s mood, but just then Creed called, “Dragon!”

A gargantuan onyx dragon was weaving through the citadels to the east. In the saddle was a burly dragonrider and an older girl with long brown hair. Several praetorian guards raised their crossbows. Lorelei ran toward them. “Hold your fire! It’s Maladox and Rhiannon. They’re friends! They’re our allies.”

Skylar had never met Rhiannon or Maladox, but Lorelei had told her about them. They’d tried as hard as anyone to prevent the eruption in Ancris. “Hold!” Skylar shouted. The guardsmen lowered their crossbows. Skylar said to Zabrienne, “There’s a lot happening, as you can see. Allow us to tend to the wounded and see to the dead.”

Skylar didn’t think Zabrienne would back down, but the quintarch relaxed her grip on the shard, and the darkness around Ember’s head faded. “Very well.”

She mounted her gold dragon, flew off toward the eyrie. Ember floated after her – such an eerie sight the way he moved so smoothly. Skylar heaved a sigh of relief.

Maladox and Rhiannon landed the onyx near the vyrd. Rylan and Lorelei went to speak to Maladox. Rhiannon, a brown-haired teen who looked a good deal older and less bright-eyed than Lorelei had made her out to be, gesticulated and spoke and seemed to quickly take over the reins of the conversation from Maladox. A short time later, druins and constables arrived from Glaeyand and began moving the wounded and the men and women enslaved by Faedryn’s stones to houses of healing via the dragonbone lift. Most of the ferrymen helped them, but Skylar pulled Rhodri and Yzolde aside.

“Are you sure it worked?” Skylar asked.

“The vyrd is dead, at least for now,” Rhodri said. “He can’t get here through the maze.”

“What do you mean for now? I thought burnings were permanent. Fields of Déu, the menhirs collapsed!”

Rhodri waggled his head. “Menhirs can be replaced. And the ritual burns the citadel roots, in a manner of speaking, but they may recover in time.”

“How much time?”

“Years,” Yzolde said, “perhaps decades. We’ll monitor it just to be safe.”

Skylar wasn’t wholly comforted. Faedryn would find a way through it, but it was the best they could do. She thanked them and dismissed them with a nod. Andros had apparently been waiting to speak to her. He approached with a bow of his head. He looked rather distraught.

“I only wish to ask what I might do with your father’s remains.”

“Find a safe place for them,” she said, “preferably near the eyrie. I’ll arrange for them to be brought to Ancris as soon as possible.”

“I’ll see it done.” Andros motioned to Kalden, who lay unconscious on a stretcher a few paces away. “I’ll take care of Kalden as well, but before I go, I wonder if you’ve seen Willow…?”

Skylar shook her head, confused. “She was there for the meeting with Father in Valdavyn. When we were done, she headed toward her apartments in the family wing.”

“I went there and found signs of a struggle.” He stared down at Kalden. “Now I’m worried…”

Kalden coughed suddenly and his eyes opened. He rolled over on his stretcher and grimaced. Then he spotted Lucran, still covered in Skylar’s blood-stained cloak, and pushed himself to a stand. Skylar drew her sword and backed away. Andros seemed to limber his arms, as if preparing for a fight. But Kalden hardly seemed to notice either of them. He held his left hand over his heart, raised his right hand, and flexed it. “What have I done?”

Skylar wasn’t sure what she expected. For Kalden’s eyes to go mad again? For him to attack Andros or her? For him to run away into the forest, perhaps? But he did none of those things. He merely blinked vacantly and turned toward Skylar. “It wasn’t me. You must believe me.”

Skylar said nothing – she couldn’t even think about forgiveness just then.

Andros put himself between Skylar and Kalden and raised his hands. “Where’s Willow? Did you do something to her?”

Kalden blinked hard, looking confused, then shrugged. “I don’t think so.”

“Think hard, Brother.”

Kalden grimaced and opened his mouth, but he said nothing for long moments. “It’s all just so confusing.”

Andros waited, as if he expected more. When Kalden remained silent, he took Kalden’s arm and began leading him away. “I’ll take him to his estate,” he said to Skylar, “see if he’ll tell me anything else, but send word if you see Willow?”

“I will,” Skylar said.

Andros led a docile Kalden toward the dragonbone lift.

“Skylar?” Lorelei called her over to speak with her and Maladox. “You need to hear this.”

Skylar joined them, but when Lorelei began telling her about Gonsalond and Strages and Yeriel, Skylar held up her hand. “Hold on. Everyone needs to hear this.”

She rounded up Azariah, Creed, Rylan, and Ash. She sent them with Lorelei, Maladox, and Rhiannon to The Broken Antler to await her. Kellen had come down from Glaeyand as well. He knew so much more about the histories than Skylar did. She asked him to join her, and soon enough, they were all sitting in The Antler’s taproom beside a roaring fire.

Skylar paced between the tables as Rhiannon told her about the months she’d spent in Gonsalond. Maladox occasionally embellished the story in gruff bursts. Kellen asked pointed questions about the Veiled City and the Seven, but each time he did, Lorelei interjected, moving the conversation along quickly to the point at which Rhiannon began telling them about a conversation between Morraine and Strages that she had eavesdropped on in Kallodhon’s Keep.

Everyone listened in rapt silence as Rhiannon recounted how Strages and Yeriel had killed a man named Daedemar. When she told them how Yeriel had joined some great contest orchestrated by a goddess named Enwe, Kellen’s face lost its color. Azariah reeled.

Skylar ignored them for the moment. “Let me understand you, Rhiannon. You think this Enwe created some sort of game and granted power to those willing to fight in it, and that she offered some sort of prize to the winner?”

“I don’t know if the players were given a choice or not, but yes, the rest is true. It feels like gladiatorial combat on a massive scale. The contestants are compelled to fight one another. And they gain power as they kill.”

“Until what? Only one is left?”

“I think so. Strages hinted that the prize Enwe offered was godhood.”

“Godhood…? But they’re already gods!”

Rhiannon shook her head. “I don’t think so. They were normal people once. They gained power by entering the game, but they’re not gods. Not yet. Faedryn admitted as much to me in Gonsalond.”

Creed snapped his head toward her. “You spoke to him?”

“Yes,” Rhiannon said, “just before Maladox and I fled.”

For a moment, the only sound was the snap and whuffle of the fire. Skylar was doing her best to order her thoughts, but there were so many questions it was hard to know where to begin. “Who’s Enwe?”

Azariah said, “Servant of Kloehe, who created the universe… according to Church annals.”

“True,” Kellen said, “but some ancient accounts say Enwe was Kloehe’s sister, and that Kloehe created the bright sun while Enwe created the dark, and together they created the world, the hells, and the glowing fields of heaven.”

Skylar had been taught about Kloehe when she was young, same as every educated child: the goddess Kloehe had a hand in creating the suns and the world but grew bored of it and left; Alra stayed because she loved Vanu and its people. Skylar had never even heard of Enwe.

“I’m having trouble believing all of this, Rhiannon,” Skylar said. “Even if Enwe did create a contest and offered a reward, it seems preposterous that Alra would have participated. She’s the goddess of light!”

“We believe that because history tells us so, but what if it isn’t true?” Rhiannon took in all those gathered in turn, the hearth fire flickering in her eyes. “Can any of us, so many centuries later, be sure that Alra didn’t rise to power as part of Enwe’s game?”

Skylar felt it was blasphemous to even consider. “Kellen, what do you think?”

The old historian seemed troubled and deep in thought. He took in a sharp breath and sat straighter. “I recall a passage. It implied Enwe was often jealous of her sister. It didn’t say why. But there was a mention of Enwe working to undo Kloehe’s greatest creations and being punished for it. I wonder if Enwe’s discontent spurred her, somehow, to create this game.”

The very notion made Skylar feel small. Like she was a pawn. Like they were all pawns. “Azariah?”

Azariah pinched his lips between his thumb and forefinger, which in her experience he only did while deep in thought. Finally, he said, “It all seems possible, at least.”

Skylar waited, but when he said no more, she asked, “That’s all you have to say? Faedryn spoke to you for years. Decades!”

“No, Princess, he commanded me. There’s a difference.”

Lorelei stood up from her chair. “Everything Rhiannon is saying is the same as what the trees showed me. Alra conspired with Yeriel on her deathbed to hide her soul in the Heartstone so it could act as a lure, but she needed Yeriel’s help to convince Faedryn and the other paragons to chase after her. I think it worked, and when they did come for her, she broke the Heartstone. It’s how the paragons became trapped.”

Skylar said, “But why would Alra do that?”

“She was poisoned. Her chest was black from it. It seemed she knew she was going to die, so she hatched this scheme to cheat death.”

“And Yeriel was part of it, this scheme?”

Lorelei nodded.

Kellen propped his bony elbows on his knees and stared at the warped floorboards between his feet. “It makes some sense. Alra had Yeriel freed for serving her.”

“And Faedryn?” Skylar asked. “Why wasn’t he trapped in the same way?”

“He sensed the trap,” Lorelei said. “I saw him wake from the ritual, terrified, while the others remained caught in Alra’s spell.”

Creed said, “Tell them what Alra said about the game resuming.”

Lorelei nodded. “I was just coming to that. When they made the deal, Alra told Yeriel to enjoy her time alone. I think it meant that the spell Alra put on the Heartstone would somehow suppress their desire to fight one another.”

Kellen frowned. “That would explain why Yeriel worked so hard to prevent the other paragons from being awakened. It wasn’t out of loyalty to Alra but to forestall the resumption of a contest she’d grown to hate.”

“She didn’t want to kill the one she loved,” Rhiannon said.

Azariah snorted. “You think they were in love?”

Rhiannon stared up at him. “At one time, yes, and maybe still. They talked in Gonsalond like a reunited couple. And they were about to do more than kiss when Moth found me.”

Rylan was chewing his thumbnail. “Now four paragons are awake. It must help Faedryn, but I don’t see how.”

Skylar’s head was spinning. It felt like every revelation posed a dozen more questions. “Lorelei, what did Alra say to Yeriel? Tell me her exact words.”

“She said, ‘Take my advice. Live your life alone and in peace. Experience joy and love for as long as you can. The great game will be rekindled soon enough.’”

Skylar felt goosebumps along her arms. “This is it. The great game is being rekindled here and now.”

Azariah pursed his lips and nodded. “If everything we’ve heard is true, Alra tricked Faedryn and the other paragons. She trapped them, and Yeriel did what Alra bade her. They weakened Faedryn and condemned him to the Umbral Tree, but he’s been trying for centuries to free himself.” Azariah had always seemed in control, even against great odds, but just then, he looked lost. “I think he plans to awaken the other paragons.”

“But we still have the pieces of the Heartstone,” Kellen said. “Which give us control over the paragons.”

“Not over Faedryn,” Skylar said.

“That’s right,” Azariah said, “which is why we must take great care to keep him in his prison.”

“And make sure we don’t lose control of the shards,” Lorelei said.

“We’re a part of their game,” Skylar said to no one in particular, “but we don’t know all the rules. Lorelei, can you speak to the trees again? We need to know.”

Lorelei shook her head. “Kressa’s dead.”

“Azariah, can you help?” Skylar asked.

But Azariah also shook his head. “I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

A silence ensued. The fire crackled and snapped. Skylar waited for someone to speak.

“I have an idea,” Rhiannon finally said.

“Go on.”

“There’s a pool of water in Gonsalond,” Rhiannon said, “a mere. It acts very much like Kressa’s bramble. I wasn’t able to use it myself, but if Lorelei’s already done it, maybe she can.”

“Yes,” Maladox chuckled, “and Yeriel will lay petals to it for us to follow.”

Rhiannon scowled at him. “Very funny. We’ll need to break in.”

“Okay, how?” Maladox asked.

Rhiannon pulled back the sleeve of her coat and showed them a golden bracelet. “With this.”

Maladox’s eyes went wide. “Root and bloody ruin.”

“What is it?” Skylar asked.

Rhiannon tugged her sleeve back into place. “A dowsing bracelet, our way into Gonsalond.”

Maladox scowled. “Well, we’d better be damned sure we’re ready to go back there.”

“All right,” Skylar said. “We can discuss that in due time. We also have the quintarchs and the Red Knives to worry about.”

“I’ve been giving that some thought,” Rylan said. “I’d like your leave to fly to Llorn and tell him what we know.”

Skylar laughed before she could stop it. “You’re kidding, right?”

“No,” Rylan said. “We need him with us.”

It was Creed’s turn to laugh, and it came from deep in his belly. “Rylan, I count you as a friend, but Llorn would sooner raise Aarik than work with the empire.”

“It’s not as crazy as you might think,” Rylan replied. “He knows he’s grabbed the wyvern by the tail. He’d be a fool not to. And I won’t be going alone. I think Blythe would join me. Some of the Red Knife elders, too. Maladox, maybe you’d be up for it?”

Maladox was about to say something, but Skylar spoke.

“Even if Llorn did agree, there’s still Morraine. If what I’ve heard is true, she’s become power mad. He’d have to do something about her first.”

“Maybe that’s true,” Rylan said. “But we don’t need her. All we need is the shard. Rhiannon knows how to use it if Morraine refuses to help. Assuming Llorn does agree, and Morraine doesn’t kill us all, we can join up with you and the quintarchs. With the threat of the Red Knives neutralized, I’m hoping we can come to an accord with the quintarchs and Yeriel.”

Skylar tried to ignore everyone staring at her. She knew her father’s life as a quintarch had been complicated, but had it ever been this complicated? “Even if all that worked, and it seems a very slim chance to me, the quintarchs could refuse. So could Yeriel.”

“They could,” Lorelei said, “but that’s why I’d like to do what Rhiannon says, sneak into Gonsalond and go to the mere and find out Alra’s plans for the shards. How they work. How she intends to come back. All of it might shed light on Faedryn’s plans.”

So much could go wrong, but they had to do something. “Maladox,” Skylar said, “I’m inclined to let Rylan go but only if you go with him.”

Maladox swallowed comically loud. He looked at Skylar, then Rylan, then Rhiannon.

“I need people I trust, Maladox,” Skylar continued, “and I trust you. Will you help me?”

“Very well, Princess. This Deepwood fool will accompany your dragon singer, if that’s what you want.”

“Excellent,” Skylar said, “that leaves only the quintarchs.”

“I should come with you,” Lorelei said, “help explain it to them.”

“No,” Skylar said.

“But they need to know…”

“I don’t want you anywhere near them, Lorelei. You, too, Azariah. I want you to stay here until I know they’re not going to arrest you.”

“I’m not afraid of them.”

“I know you’re not, but we need them as allies. Just let me talk to them.”

Azariah stared at her for so long, she thought he might challenge her authority, but then he nodded. “As you wish, Princess.”


[image: ]

FIFTY-SEVEN: LORELEI

Azariah pulled Skylar aside and the two began speaking about the council of quintarchs Skylar was about to go to. Lorelei was headed to join them, if only to see what Azariah was up to, when Rylan waved to her.

“Can we talk?” he asked.

Lorelei eyed Skylar to make sure she was okay, then sat with Rylan at the bar.

“Look,” he said quietly, “I know you’re planning to go with Rhiannon, but I wonder if you’d come with me to see Blythe first.” For a moment, all Lorelei could think of was his awkward admission about Blythe from the night before. Rylan must have sensed it, too, because he quickly went on. “Only so you can represent Skylar and the empire.”

“Why would that matter to a woman like Blythe?”

“Did you see how Maladox reacted when Skylar said she trusted him?”

“I don’t trust Blythe, if that’s what you’re getting at, and neither does Skylar.”

“I know, but Blythe trusts you… to tell the truth, at least.”

Lorelei snorted. “You sure about that?”

“Yeah, pretty sure. She heard you tell the truth before the eruption in Ancris. She may not like that you’re with me—”

“I’m not with you.”

Rylan’s cheeks flushed. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

Lorelei felt churlish for saying it. Rylan’s admission that he’d slept with Blythe bothered her more than she realized.

Rylan continued. “She’ll listen to you. I swear it. I think it would help her to know that Ancris wants peace with the Holt.”

“I don’t know, Rylan…”

“It’s not just about Blythe,” Rylan rushed on. “We need to convince Llorn, too. He needs to see that Faedryn set a trap and that he’s about to walk into it. That will only happen if Blythe believes us.”

Lorelei wasn’t convinced, but if nothing else, she hoped they could find a few moments to talk. “All right. I’ll go.”

Rylan’s smile reminded her of the very first time they’d met – they had been on the servants’ deck in Valdavyn – but she banished the memory. They made plans for Maladox and Rhiannon to meet them the following day. Then they left the tavern, walked through the village, and trudged through the forest toward the hill where she’d left Bothymus.

Had things not been so dire the day before, she would have stayed with Bothymus. The big indurium had been dazed and unresponsive when she’d patched his worrisome wounds. But the salves and medicines supplied by the Church’s shepherds were miraculous. She had applied an ointment to stop the bleeding, then a salve to prevent infection. Just before she left, she fed him a gourd full of medicine to speed up the healing process. She knew how powerful the combination could be, so she was not particularly surprised to see Bothymus sitting on the hill, upright and alert when they arrived.

“We’re going to see Vedron,” she said as she approached him. “Will you take us there?”

The memory of Vedron flying playfully in a circle around Bothymus flashed through Lorelei’s mind. Then the silver from the night before appeared in their bonded connection, roaring. The memory was so strong Lorelei felt like she was reliving the attack. She staggered back.

“Are you all right?” Rylan asked.

“Y-yes,” she stammered. “But I think his pain is strengthening our link.”

“Could be. Might be the medicine, too.”

Lorelei patted Bothymus’s wing. “Either way, it’s been too long since we’ve seen our friend, don’t you think?”

Bothymus threw his head back and blared toward the sky.

Lorelei laughed, climbed into the saddle, and pulled Rylan up behind her. She snapped the reins, and Bothymus launched into the air. He beat his wings slower than usual, which made Lorelei wonder if he needed more rest, but soon he seemed to loosen up, and they flew through the forest with good speed.

Rylan guided them to a stretch of shale outcroppings, citadels, and pine copses. A pair of viridian dragons, Vedron and Blythe’s Velox, were nestled in one of the copses next to a tent and a campfire with a thin trail of smoke that leaned in the breeze.

Bothymus landed hard and huffed. Vedron lifted her head and cooed. Velox, his long body and tail twisted between three pine trees, spread his frills and hissed.

Blythe emerged from the tent, rounded the fire, and strode toward Rylan. “About bloody fucking time. And oh, what joy, you brought a friend with you.”

Rylan and Lorelei dismounted.

“Please don’t start,” Rylan said. “The three of us have important things to discuss.”

“Don’t tell me,” Blythe spat. “You’re getting married?”

“Blythe, stop. This is about Llorn. He’s endangering everyone by using Strages and his shard.”

“You should’ve thought about that before you—”

“Blythe Avensdale, bloody listen to me!” Rylan’s face was turning red. “One wrong move – you hear me? – and there won’t be a Holt for any of us to worry about, much less rule over. We have to make Llorn see reason or we have to replace him.”

Blythe glanced at Lorelei like she might spit at her. “Let’s hear it, then. What’s got you all worked up?”

“I’m bloody cold.” Rylan stepped up to the fire and sat down cross-legged. “We’re talking around the fire.”

Lorelei suspected Rylan wasn’t actually cold, but the warmth of a fire could melt more than snow. Rylan tossed a few dead branches onto the low flames. Lorelei sat down next to Rylan, and Blythe joined them. Rylan began telling her about the ritual at the vyrd, but as soon as he started, Blythe stood up.

“Wait…” She ducked into the tent and returned with a jug, pulled the cork, took a long swig, and bared her teeth. Then she handed the jug to Rylan, who drank and passed it to Lorelei. Lorelei took a tiny swallow. It was spicy rum. Then she held the jug out to Blythe. Blythe snatched it from her and took a long swallow. “Okay, go on.”

Well over an hour passed while Rylan told Blythe everything they’d learned about Faedryn, Strages, and the paragons. Lorelei filled in important details Rylan missed. Blythe seemed annoyed by Lorelei’s additions at first, but eventually she stopped making angry faces and listened.

“Djinnis in bottles,” Blythe said when they were done. She tapped the jug with a fingernail. “And now we’ve gone and let them out.”

“I think Llorn sees it,” Rylan said. “Raef admitted as much to me. Llorn has Strages now, but Morraine has become bloodthirsty. It sounds like he’s having trouble controlling her. I’d bet a barrel of my favorite pipe-weed he’s having trouble finding a way out of the mess he’s created. I say we give him one.”

“What way out? What do you think you can offer him?”

“Peace.”

Blythe’s eyes widened and she barked a laugh. “Peace? Really, Rylan? He killed Aarik to prevent peace.”

Rylan seemed undeterred. “A lot has changed since then. If we can convince Llorn to talk to Skylar and the other quintarchs, we can form a pact. Then we can approach Yeriel. We’ll have three paragons on our side. She’d be mad to oppose us. When she agrees, we can finally get back to what’s most important, stopping the resumption of the great game.”

Blythe took another sip of rum, a small one. “Why, Rylan? Why would Llorn agree to this? He has Skjalgard. He could take Hrindegaard just as easily. Probably Brevin, too.”

“He knows about the other paragons by now,” Lorelei said. “He must. And Yeriel will be furious that she lost Strages. She’ll likely stop at nothing to get him back. Llorn has a losing hand. If he sides with us, it doesn’t look so grim.”

Blythe seemed unimpressed. “And if he still doesn’t agree?”

“He’ll agree,” Rylan said.

“So you say, but how—”

“Maladox is with us. You’ll gather the other elders before we meet with Llorn. We’ll make it clear he must agree.”

“Or be killed?”

Rylan shrugged. “Yes, if it comes to that.”

Blythe stared at the jug. “There’s a third option.”

“And what’s that?” Rylan asked.

“I challenge him and take the crown.”

Lorelei was horrified at the notion of leaving their collective fate to trial by combat, but Rylan merely nodded. “Is that what you want?” he asked.

Blythe tossed a branch on the fire. Embers curled like glowing fiddleheads. “I don’t know anymore.”

Lorelei stared at them. When neither spoke, she said to Blythe, “You can’t do it. This is too important.”

Blythe laughed. “It may surprise you, dearie, but you’re not in Ancris anymore, nor are you in Glaeyand. You’re in the Holt, where the old ways rule.”

“This doesn’t have anything to do with old ways or new. It’s to do—”

“I need to think.” Blythe rose to her feet and headed toward Velox. The big viridian slunk from the pine trees and met her halfway.

“You can’t just let her go, Rylan,” Lorelei said.

“We have to or you may as well head to Gonsalond now.”

Blythe snapped the reins. “I’ll be back before nightfall.” Velox launched into the air and flew east over the canopy.

“I’ll find us some food.” Rylan headed toward Vedron. The gentle viridian lowered her head and pounded her tail. He took a bow and quiver from her saddle, strung the bow, and loped off.

Lorelei went to Bothymus, took a tent from a saddlebag, and pitched it across the fire from Blythe’s tent. She was tired and needed some rest. She supposed she could have just as easily napped in Blythe’s tent, but Blythe would probably have a conniption if she came back and found Lorelei there. Plus, Lorelei already felt awkward about Rylan’s having lain with her. Touching Blythe’s stuff would make it even worse.

She was just finishing laying out her bedroll inside the tent when Rylan returned with a bloody rabbit. He dressed the rabbit and roasted it. They also took some apples from Bothymus’s saddlebags, and sipped the spicy rum.

“Do you think she’ll actually come back?” Lorelei asked as the warmth of the liquor spread through her.

“Yes, if only to tell you to your face that she won’t help.”

“She really does hate me, doesn’t she?”

Rylan’s cheeks were rosy. “She doesn’t hate you. She hates what you represent.”

“I don’t know, feels awfully personal from where I’m sitting.”

He cracked a smile. “Okay, maybe she does hate you a little, but that’s probably because of me.”

Lorelei was suddenly back in Rylan’s room in The Broken Antler, standing across the bed from him, embarrassed and ashamed. She blinked the vision away. They were alone. It was the perfect time to talk about it, but she was just so tired. She’d probably say something stupid or something she didn’t really mean, so instead, she said, “I need a nap.”

“I’ll make sure our terrifying companions behave themselves,” Rylan said and headed toward the two dragons.

Lorelei crawled into the tent, wriggled into her bedroll, and fell asleep almost instantly.

She woke what felt like moments later to the sound of muted conversation. It was dark outside. Firelight was playing against the canvas. She recognized Blythe’s voice speaking with Rylan. She sounded less angry. Lorelei lay there and listened.

Blythe had agreed, and they were making plans to meet up with the other Red Knife elders. Then after a long pause, Blythe said, “I should get some rest. Join me?”

Lorelei clenched her teeth. He wouldn’t, would he?

“I’m dead tired,” Rylan muttered.

“So we sleep...”

“I can’t, Blythe.”

Lorelei let out a breath. She knew it didn’t mean he’d chosen her over Blythe, but at least he wouldn’t do that to her.

“Sleep tight, Rylan.”

“You too.”

Footsteps approached, and Rylan crept inside her tent carrying a bedroll. He started on seeing her awake. Then he smiled. “Done with your nap?” He laid out the bedroll next to hers.

“Not even close.” She tipped her head toward the fire. “I heard you talking.”

“Ah.” He sat down, tied the tent flaps, and tugged off his boots. “Sorry to wake you.”

When he started to climb inside his bedroll, Lorelei pulled back hers. “Here,” she said.

Rylan stared at her. “You sure?”

“We’re sharing our warmth, Rylan. Nothing more.”

He smiled and climbed in next to her. She kissed him once, then held his cheek in her hand. That, she decided, was all that needed to be said. She kissed him again, then turned away and pulled his arm around her waist. She felt him breathing, felt his heart beat, felt the small movements of his arms and legs. She was suddenly reminded of Ancris – not the city itself, nor any one part of it – but rather the idea of home. That, she realized, was what Rylan had become to her, and gods, it felt good.
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FIFTY-EIGHT: AZARIAH

Azariah felt the Hissing Man straining at his leash. And little wonder. Azariah’s alter ego loathed being told what to do even more than Azariah did. That Skylar had ordered them to stay in the smelly old tavern made sense – to her, bringing him along would be too risky – but she didn’t know the illustrae like he did. She had more experience with the quintarchs, but she trusted them too much.

“It goes beyond trust,” the Hissing Man rasped, suddenly standing beside him near the bar. He scanned the small crowd with his bandaged eyes. “She’s callow,” he went on. “She’s naive.”

Azariah didn’t bother replying. The Hissing Man was right. The question was what to do about it.

“Princess,” Azariah said before she could leave, “a word?” Skylar waited. Azariah spoke in a low voice, “I didn’t wish to challenge you in front of the others, but the council is too dangerous for you to go alone.”

“I’m aware, which is why Victanius will come with me.”

“Victanius may be competent, but he’s only one man. The quintarchs will have their illustrae, maybe the paragons as well. Let me go with you.”

“Come, Azariah. They’ve no reason to attack me.”

“Perhaps not, Princess, but consider, you’re about to tell them something they won’t want to hear. They could easily turn against you.”

“I recognize that, but you saw Zabrienne. She was on the verge of commanding Ember to take you by force, maybe kill you.”

Behind Skylar, the Hissing Man threw his hands in the air. “This is hopeless. She’s being unreasonable.”

Azariah ignored him. If Skylar found out the Hissing Man was there, she would lose trust in Azariah. “That’s precisely what has me so worried,” he said to Skylar. “Camadaea would only have taught Zabrienne how to use the shard if she felt the quintarch would do as she and Faedryn wished.”

“I’m sorry, but I want them to focus on what we’ve learned and the dangers we face, not settling grudges.” She glanced at Lorelei and Rylan leaving through the back door. “Stay here,” she told Azariah. “Please. But summon Vattuo. I want you ready for anything.”

The Hissing Man stalked toward the hearth and stood before it, shaking his head.

Azariah tried to think of a way to convince Skylar of just how much danger she was in, but he was beginning to agree with the Hissing Man: it was a lost cause. “Allow me this one piece of advice, Princess. When you speak to the quintarchs, under no circumstances should you paint Alra and Faedryn as equals in some contest.”

“But it seems they are.”

“Perhaps, but the quintarchs won’t believe it. They can’t. Their preconceptions of Alra are too fixed.”

“But if they won’t believe that, how can I convince them of anything?”

“Stick to Yeriel, Strages, and the other paragons and the danger they represent. Lie if you must. What we need now is time, for Rylan to convince Llorn to stand down and for Lorelei to visit the mere in Gonsalond.”

“The truth is powerful, Azariah.”

“The truth will shatter their conceptions of the world. I’m telling you, don’t do it. Tell them just enough to keep them from marching on Gonsalond. When Rylan and Lorelei report back, we can reassess and approach one of the quintarchs, alone – I’d suggest Drynon – and gain an ally.”

“I’ll think about it.” She squeezed his elbow. “And I promise to tread carefully.”

She left the tavern, and all the others soon followed. Azariah touched his arm where Skylar had squeezed him. Such a simple gesture, but such an important one from a woman he’d betrayed so thoroughly.

“You think she trusts you?” The Hissing Man peered at him through his bandages. “No. It just shows how little perspective she has, how in need of protection she is.”

Even knowing the Hissing Man as Azariah did, he was still surprised by the tenderness he’d shown since the Sundering – ruthlessness as well, certainly, but also more sympathy than he’d shown in the many years they’d been beholden to Faedryn.

The Hissing Man grimaced. “What, you think you’re the only one who can change?”

“No, it’s just… I’m grateful for it.”

The Hissing Man stabbed a finger toward the back door. “So?”

Azariah was loath to disobey Skylar. She hadn’t come to trust him easily, and he might never gain that trust back if he betrayed it, but he also believed she was walking naked into a lion’s den. “Very well, but how?”

“You heard her. She wants Victanius with her. I say we grant that wish.”

“I don’t disagree, but…” What they were considering would betray the modicum of trust Azariah had built with Victanius as well. He didn’t like the idea of giving up control, but there were times and places for decisiveness and ruthlessness, and the Hissing Man had both in spades. “Would you mind inviting us to their little party?”

The Hissing Man smiled his grisly smile. “My dear Azariah, I thought you’d never ask.”
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FIFTY-NINE: SKYLAR

Skylar’s stomach was starting to knot up as she walked along the path toward Glaeyand. She was not looking forward to speaking with the quintarchs. So much could go wrong. But it had to be done. She stepped around a wide patch of mud and continued, and when the vyrd came into view with several of her father’s praetorian guards stood round it she waved one over and asked to speak to Victanius.

“He’s gone to the city, Princess, but should be returning soon.” The guardsman pointed to the broad staging deck high above them. The dragonbone lift was just beginning to descend. “That may be him now.”

The guard left, and Skylar waited. When the lift touched down, Victanius exited with a number of servants. He headed straight toward Skylar. “Princess.”

Skylar was about to let him know she was ready to attend the council, but she paused. His peppery hair was mussed. His brow was deeply furrowed. His armor and neck were streaked with blood and dirt, his sleeve was charred, and the fingers of his left hand were red and blistered.

“Are you all right?” Skylar asked. He certainly didn’t look so. And he seemed unusually angry for a man with such a professional demeanor.

Victanius glanced at his reddened fingers, then clasped his hands behind his back. “Fine, Princess.”

Skylar decided not to make an issue of it. “Very well. I’d like you to accompany me to the council meeting, but first, Andros saw to my father’s remains. Can you arrange for them to be flown back to Ancris? Choose whomever you wish, but have them leave as soon as possible. They should report to my mother immediately after they land and tell her what’s happened. Ask her to send any dragons that can be spared to Glaeyand.”

Victanius seemed to choose his next words with care. “I’ll see to it at once, but I wonder if you shouldn’t return to Ancris yourself. I can accompany you. We can return in a day or two with a larger force.”

Skylar shook her head. “Leaving would be seen as weakness.”

“A perception quickly erased when we return with two full wings of dragons. Strength is authority, Princess, not the other way around.”

“It’s a council meeting, not a tribunal. And things are moving too quickly for me to leave. The quintarchs need to be made aware of the dangers of attacking the Red Knives or Gonsalond, and I need to see how they react firsthand.”

Victanius looked like he was trying out a variety of counterarguments. Then he nodded and said, “As you wish. Give me a bit of time, and I’ll join you.”

She pointed up. “I’ll wait for you at the first lift station.”

Skylar took the lift up and waited on the deck outside. People came and went, lift attendants huddled near the winch house, the folk of Glaeyand rushed over walkways, and Skylar picked up snippets of conversation. The battle dominated much of it, but nearly as common a thread was the arrival of Cinder and Ember in the tree city.

“The woman looks me dead in the eye,” one man said. “She’s short. Looks a bit frail, even. But I swear, it felt like I was going to shrivel up and die.”

A woman in a winter cloak waiting for the lift told an attendant she was leaving. “Not a chance I’m staying here until they’re long gone. I’ll stay with my aunt in Tallow. I don’t care how much it stinks.”

Skylar found it was making her nervous, so she started to craft the opening of her speech to the quintarchs. She tried to anticipate their arguments and prepare counters of her own, but then she abandoned the effort. Coming across as over-prepared might make her seem presumptuous. She had to speak from her heart.

Victanius joined her a short while later, looking considerably more pained than he had a short while ago. He squinted, blinked several times, and the pained look faded. “Ready, Princess?”

“Are you quite certain you’re all right?”

He pressed a hand to his ribs. “I fell during the battle. Nothing a bit of time and rest won’t mend.” He gestured to the second lift. “Shall we?”

She nodded, and they took the lift up to Valdavyn. Skylar had been to Valdavyn many times, but she’d never seen the staff act so oddly. They moved swiftly and spoke curtly. They seemed to be looking over their shoulders as often as not.

After a brief wait, they were led to the audience chamber, where four quintarchs were sitting behind a long table on a raised dais. A large chandelier hung from the ceiling. A dozen servants stood against the left wall, looking every bit as nervous as the ones Skylar had seen on the way in. Soldiers wearing Caldoran silver and Olencian purple milled about. When Quintarch Drynon, a powerfully built man with dark skin and long, dreadlocked hair, saw Skylar, he stood and called in a booming voice for the hall to be cleared. The servants and soldiers left quickly, and more than one seemed relieved. Soon, Skylar and Victanius were alone with Drynon, the other quintarchs, and a pair of guards in brightsteel armor at the double doors at the back of the room.

Quintarch Zabrienne sat to Drynon’s right. Marle, whose ruined left eye and river-like scars gave Skylar the shivers, sat on Zabrienne’s other side. Quintarch Yarina sat straight as a ruler, hands clasped on the table, next to Marle.

Skylar was glad the audience had been kept to a minimum – fewer people to influence the quintarchs – but then the doors opened and Illustra Camadaea, in her gold mask and a white dress with Alra’s eight-pointed star on the chest, entered and walked onto the dais. She took her place between Quintarch Zabrienne and Drynon. Then Illustra Bahrian, a bald, stocky man with dusky skin, strode in and sat next to Yarina. Like Camadaea, Bahrian wore an eyeless mask, but his was iron and had Alra’s star etched onto the forehead.

Skylar hoped that was everyone, but then Ember, still all but naked, his head in inky shadow, entered the room and stood behind the quintarchs like an attentive demon, and Cinder, in a skimpy blue dress and a gold headdress over her long black hair, entered and joined him. Cinder’s bare midriff was riddled with scars. Although legend had it she and Ember were brother and sister, it was impossible to tell with Ember’s head hidden.

Drynon, looking a bit strained, glanced back at the paragons, then stood, faced Skylar, and spoke in his thick Lyrosi accent. “Let me first extend our regrets over the news of Lucran’s passing. Everyone at this table had the greatest respect for your father.”

“Thank you,” Skylar said.

“We understand he led a brave effort to cut Faedryn off from Glaeyand. Is it true?”

“It is.”

“Then he has our gratitude as well. As do you for helping him.”

“My father felt it important to limit what Faedryn can see and do from his prison. I do as well, but the work has only begun.”

Drynon sat. “No doubt. And Lucran must have known it as well, which makes me wonder why he didn’t inform us so we could help him.”

“You weren’t here.”

“We were less than a day away and would have flown here at once had we known.”

“The quintarch felt,” Victanius broke in, “that too many people had been enslaved by Faedryn already. He was worried you might be as well, or that the city would be overrun if he waited.”

Skylar stifled her annoyance at Victanius’s speaking out of turn, but she had to admit it was a good answer.

Drynon stared coldly at Victanius. “If that is so, then perhaps your father’s haste can be forgiven.” He shifted his gaze back to Skylar. “We must look now to the future. The Red Knives have taken Skjalgard. Emboldened by their easy victory, they’ll set their sights on Hrindegaard or Brevin. Then there’s the matter of Yeriel. None of us knows what she plans to do with the Red Knives, or with us. Especially now that two more of Alra’s paragons have been awakened.”

“Enough,” Quintarch Yarina said. Her tremulous voice made her sound frail, but everything else about her, from her tight lips to her erect posture to her steely eyes, spoke of a woman in full command of her faculties. “We need to know that you’re behind us, Skylar. We need more of Ancris’s forces here, so we can ready an assault on Skjalgard.”

“You’re planning to attack Skjalgard?” Skylar asked.

“Of course! And then Gonsalond.”

Skylar had already felt like things were slipping out of control. Yarina made it clear she’d been right to worry. “Before we discuss any of that, I’d like to inform you of what we’ve learned.”

“We’ve spoken to one of Victanius’s own guardsmen, who witnessed the battle at the vyrd, plus two servants who were freed when the vyrd was burned.”

Skylar switched to the tone of voice she’d honed in Ancris’s debate halls. “That’s good to know, but whatever they told you, there’s more going on here than a vyrd burning and the freeing of a cadre of slaves.”

“Such as?”

She took a measured breath. As soon as she told them about Enwe and the great game, there would be no going back. But she couldn’t hide it from them, not even with Cinder and Ember, two players in that game, listening. “Strages and Yeriel are not what they seem.”

Camadaea tilted her head. Her golden mask glittered in the light of the chandelier. “Well, of course not. They’re slaves to Faedryn now, just like the people of Glaeyand were before you valiantly freed them.”

Skylar forced a cordial smile. “I have reason to believe that isn’t true.”

The eight-pointed star on Bahrian’s mask glinted as he shifted in his chair. “How can you doubt it? Faedryn enslaved the people of this city all the way from his prison beneath the Umbral Tree. Is it so difficult to believe he’s done the same with Yeriel and Strages, even as powerful as they are?”

“Yeriel and Strages are indeed slaves,” Skylar told them, “but not the sort you’re thinking of. I sent Lorelei Aurelius to Gonsalond to find proof of it.”

“Proof?” Camadaea laughed. “From the inquisitor in league with the traitor Azariah? The inquisitor who locked arms with the thief Rylan Holbrooke?”

“Lorelei saw visions,” Skylar continued undeterred, “of Alra conspiring with Yeriel to trick Faedryn…”

“What sort of visions could an inquisitor have?” Camadaea sneered.

“Visions brought on by brightlace, no doubt,” Bahrian chuckled, “or rapture.”

“Lorelei Aurelius is not a drug addict. I have spent much time with her. The citadels showed her the visions, just as they did for Rygmora.”

“Do you hear her?” Camadaea said to the quintarchs. “Invoking the name of a Deepwood witch and Red Knife.” Her head snapped back to Skylar. “She killed your grandfather.”

“I know who killed my grandfather, and it wasn’t Rygmora.”

“It may as well have—”

“My good quintarchs,” Skylar said, spreading her arms, “with the empire on the cusp of war, do the illustrae now speak for you?”

A moment of silence passed. Yarina sniffed loudly. Marle cleared his throat. Victanius breathed heavily, almost wheezing.

“Go on, then,” Drynon said. “Tell us what you know.”

She told them about the pact between Alra and Yeriel. She told them about the Heartstone, how it broke and how all the paragons except Faedryn were trapped. She told them what Rhiannon had seen in Gonsalond and about her conversation with Faedryn. “The truth is,” she said, “we know very little about the Ruining.”

“We know enough,” Camadaea said.

“Silence,” Zabrienne said.

Everyone was quiet until Skylar continued, “Even the Church admits its records are incomplete about Alra’s final days.”

Zabrienne sat up straighter. “Are you saying the paragons are Alra’s equal?”

Skylar glanced at Ember and Cinder, standing like headsmen at the back of the room. “I’m saying we don’t know exactly. We should be cautious.”

“And how do you propose we do that?” Yarina asked in her tremulous voice.

“I’ve sent Lorelei, Rylan, and Rhiannon to speak to Llorn, to apprise him of what we learned, and get him to cede control of Skjalgard back to the Holt, or at least make no further attacks with Strages.”

Marle boomed a laugh. “This is a farce.”

Yarina rolled her eyes. “Let me understand, Skylar. You sent a delegation to the Red Knives without asking our permission?”

“We have little time. Should we stand by and watch him attack another city or village because he isn’t aware of Strages’ true nature?”

Yarina snarled, deepening the wrinkles around her lips. “You wanted it done before we arrived, you mean.”

Before Skylar could reply, Drynon jumped in. “Who cares if she sent someone to speak to Llorn? If he agrees, so much the better.”

“I care,” Yarina screeched. “She is no quintarch…”

“She may become one,” Drynon said.

Yarina slapped the table with the palm of one hand. “Well, she isn’t one now. She had no authority to send someone to treat with our enemy.”

Drynon shrugged. “What’s done is done. What I care about is this supposed contest.”

Marle said, “I’d rather hear it straight from the dragon’s mouth.” He turned his chair to face Cinder. “What of it?”

Cinder bowed. She spoke softly, but her voice made Skylar’s skin prickle, as if her words were tiny, stabbing needles. “I cannot speak of your histories, but I can tell you this. Alra was our light and our goddess. She sacrificed herself so that we, her servants, could defeat Faedryn, and for that she should be revered.”

Marle grimaced and said, “And this supposed game Enwe created?”

Cinder’s eyes glittered. She seemed amused by the question. “Enwe was Kloehe’s sister. She forged the dark sun, as Kloehe forged Lux. Together they made Vanu, Déu, and the seven hells of Kharos. Then they abandoned our world. Kloehe and Enwe were mere legends in the time of the Ruining, and I know nothing of a contest.” She gestured to Skylar. “The young woman seems well intentioned, Quintarch, but she has been led astray, no doubt by Faedryn himself.”

Marle clenched his teeth and raised a hand. “Skylar?”

Skylar was trapped. Speak against Alra and she’d be branded an agent of Faedryn at best, a heretic at worst. Try as she might, she couldn’t think of an argument that might convince the quintarchs that what she was telling them was true. “All I’m asking for is time.”

“Time for what?” Camadaea said. “For Faedryn to enslave another city through the maze? As sad as it is to admit, I fear Cinder is right. Skylar Solvina has been compromised by the trickster god. Even if she hasn’t been, her judgment is clearly faulty. I recommend we keep her for a time, at least until we can arrange for her safe return to Ancris and be assured she will cause no further harm.”

Zabrienne nodded. Marle blew a long sigh. Yarina was more difficult to read. Only Drynon seemed sympathetic to Skylar’s cause, but he held his tongue, and a long silence followed.

Marle called to the guards at the back of the room. “This is for your own good, Skylar.”

Skylar wanted to respond, but she found herself unable to speak. She couldn’t so much as open her mouth. Camadaea was staring at her, her lips moving silently. She was casting some sort of spell, preventing Skylar from speaking.

Victanius was red in the face. “We came to parley,” he wheezed sickly, “and this is how you treat us?”

The quintarchs seemed confused, but Camadaea stood. “Whelps who whine deserve nothing less.”

Around them, the room creaked as if Valdavyn were caught in a terrible windstorm. The floorboards beneath Skylar bowed. Nails popped and pinged off the ceiling.

Marle growled, “Guards, take them!”

The guards drew their swords and approached, but the floor below the dais was buckling so badly they stumbled, stopped, and had to swing their arms to maintain their balance.

“The princess isn’t yours to command,” Victanius hissed at the quintarchs, “nor am I.”

Victanius seemed to shrink. His spine popped like knuckles cracking. He bent sideways and groaned loudly. His rugged good looks twisted and narrowed into the pinched, ratlike face of the Hissing Man.

Skylar couldn’t understand how it was possible. Then she remembered how hard Azariah had been pushing to come with her and how odd Victanius had been acting at the lift station.

The guards approached the Hissing Man and Skylar warily. The Hissing Man held a hand out toward them, and they flew backward, slamming into the wall behind them and collapsing on top of each other.

Zabrienne stood and held up a shard. She seemed to be concentrating on it until Camadaea shouted, “Kill them! Kill them both!”

Ember raised his arm; darkness obscured his outstretched hand. Skylar felt pressure building, like her head was caught in a vise.

The floorboards cracked, snapped, and fell away. Splinters and sharp shards of wood burst into the air. Ember circled his hand in a warding gesture. The illustrae and the quintarchs scrabbled backward. Skylar was suddenly plummeting, her stomach rising toward her throat. She screamed but no sound came out. The pressure in her head was becoming unbearable.

The broken floor and support beams whisked past her and she found herself underneath the structures of Valdavyn, falling toward Glaeyand’s walkways, the cold wind whipping her hair in her face, stinging her eyes.

The Hissing Man was suddenly in front of her. He wrapped an arm around her waist as a deck blurred past them. He pressed his other hand to Skylar’s face and pulled it away as if snatching a veil from her head. A great shriek burst from her, and the pain in her head vanished.

Boughs whizzed by. The ground rose up at them. To their right, Vattuo swooped toward them. The old iron dragon twisted around a citadel and dove below them. The Hissing Man grabbed the saddle horn and hauled himself and Skylar into the saddle. Vattuo leveled out, and they soared through the forest out of Glaeyand.

“What have you bloody done?” Skylar screamed. “I was trying to make allies of them!”

The Hissing Man laughed a long wheeze. “In case you haven’t noticed, Princess, I saved your imperial hide. They were never going to be your allies.”

“Because of you!”

“Don’t fool yourself. They were poisoned long ago by their illustrae. We must hope Rylan and Lorelei can talk to the Red Knife.”
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SIXTY: LLORN

Llorn took his dinner at the reeve’s residence, a palatial abode by his standards. Reeve Bardon, who’d ruled over Skjalgard for decades, had been given a room – guarded, of course – on the ground floor. Llorn kept him alive to prove to the people that he was no despot, but the man had so far refused Llorn’s requests to surrender or even have a civilized meal to speak of it. Llorn decided to give him time to come to his senses before employing more drastic measures. He wolfed down the roast venison and potatoes, devoured the thick brown bread, and chased it with a tankard of Briarmount bitter. Then he belched, tossed his napkin down, and left the manor.

The bright sun was descending; one side of the street was aglow, the other deep in shadow. As he walked toward the fortress that doubled as Skjalgard’s eyrie, many of the townsfolk bowed their heads. A few others sneered at him or ran away. Aarik might have been able to make peace with the attention, or pretend that he had, but Llorn couldn’t. Not yet. Everyone he passed was a potential blade in the back, whether they’d looked at him civilly or not.

He left the cobbled streets of Old Skjalgard. Beyond a bend was the round hilltop with the stone fortress: Skjalgard’s eyrie. Huddled near the base of its stone walls were some fifty dragons. Auburns and ambers mostly, but also cobalts, viridians, and onyxes. Some were still eating cattle gathered from the countryside. Others screeched or snapped at one another. Most were resting or shivering their scales for warmth.

They would fly to Hrindegaard after cantfall and take their second holding. He was confident they would win it – Hrindegaard was a small city with few dragons – but word had come in the night: the quintarchs had arrived in force in Glaeyand, and they’d brought Cinder and Ember with them.

As he passed the dragons, Llorn nodded and saluted them and their riders. They would soon be fighting again.

“My liege?” called sprightly old Karn. He pointed a bony finger toward the rolling hills, where the big onyx Bellicor was breaking from the citadel trees with Irik in the saddle. “I sent the boy with a scouting party.”

Raef was running a stiff brush along the flanks of an amber dragon whose bondmate had died in the assault on Skjalgard. When he saw Bellicor, he broke away and walked over to Llorn. “What’s this?”

“Don’t know,” Llorn said. “Come on.”

Bellicor landed near a crossroads. Irik jumped off in seeming haste.

Llorn and Raef approached him. “What is it?” Llorn asked.

“Blythe found me while I was out scouting. Maladox was with her. Rylan Holbrooke, too. They want to talk to you.”

Llorn tried to keep his face composed, but surely failed. He hadn’t seen Blythe since their battle over Aarik’s crown had been interrupted by Yeriel’s Seven. “What about?”

Irik shuffled forward. “She said to warn you about Strages and Yeriel and the paragons the empire is sending.”

Raef snorted. “Lies. She’s just trying to get you alone.”

Irik shrugged. “Maybe, but maybe not. She’s worried that commanding Strages through his shard will lead to him breaking free. She’s worried it’s part of Faedryn’s plan to break out of Gonsalond. She wants a chance to explain before it’s too late.”

Raef pounded the stump of his wrist into his palm like a fist. “Make her come here if she thinks it’s so important.”

Llorn glanced up at the eyrie. A few of his dragonriders were watching them from the walls, but neither Morraine nor her undead dragon nor any of her shambling soldiers were in sight. It would be safer if he made Blythe come to Skjalgard, but then Morraine would know, and if Morraine knew, so would Strages. Llorn still shivered at the memory of the soldiers and servants burning in Achillea’s blue flames, falling to the flagstones, then rising up again.

This is how we win, Morraine had said, through fear.

But if Aarik had taught him anything, it was that fear lasted only so long, and that it would one day turn to malice.

“We’ll go,” Llorn said to Irik and Raef, “listen to what Blythe has to say.”

Raef stared hard at Llorn; then he shook his head and walked to his amber dragon in silence. By the time Llorn summoned Fraoch, Raef was mounted and ready to fly, as was Irik.

“And where are you three going?” Morraine rasped.

Llorn twisted around and found her standing crookedly on the rutted road leading up to the eyrie.

“Irik spotted some radiants,” Llorn said. “We’re going to check it out.”

“With only three dragons?”

“There’s only a couple of them.” Llorn snapped the reins. “We’ll be back soon.”

They launched, and Llorn guided them toward the trees. When he glanced back, Morraine was standing in the same spot. Then they flew into the forest and wove between the towering citadels.

Irik led the way and landed near a cave mouth in a cliff of red rock. As their dragons folded their wings in and settled on the snowy ground, Blythe stepped from the cave and approached them. Maladox and Rylan stayed at the mouth of the cave. Eurion, Denae, old crooked Caerwyn, and Xandra stood behind them in the shadows. They were all part of the Red Knives’ old guard. They’d been loyal to Aarik and had refused to bend the knee when Llorn killed him.

Raef took his shield off the saddle. “I don’t fucking like it.”

Llorn didn’t, either. He drew his bow from its leather saddle sleeve, but stopped short of reaching for an arrow when Blythe raised her hands.

“We’re here to talk,” she said.

His instincts told him to leave, but he felt in his bones that there was more than met the eye with Strages. Morraine wasn’t going to tell him; maybe Blythe would. He slid the bow back into its sleeve, motioned Raef to stand down, and climbed down Fraoch’s shoulder to the ground. “So talk.”

She did. As did Rylan. Maladox piped up now and again, too. They told him about the Ruining, the paragons, and a great game. They told him how the prize was Enwe lifting the sole winner to godhood, and that the paragons had some sort of unrelenting hunger that drove them to kill one another. The game, nearing its completion, had been paused when Alra had trapped the paragons and weakened Faedryn. Blythe paced as she spoke of how awakening Strages, and now Cinder and Ember, was threatening to rekindle the game.

Blythe, normally so angry, seemed more disturbed and afraid than anything else. “I know what you wanted,” she said. “And I know you feel like you’re close to achieving it, but I’m telling you, you have to slow down. A mistake here could ruin everything.”

“We’ve a warning as well,” Maladox added. “Rhiannon heard your bloody sister talking to Strages in the keep. She was asking him about the great game. She wants to get into it.”

Llorn weighed their words, searching for lies, but found none. It all seemed to fit in with Morraine’s secrecy about Strages. He searched the elders’ faces as well, trying to read them. He’d known Caerwyn for more than three decades. The man was unflappable, with a heart of pure ice, and he, more than any of the others, hated Llorn for what he’d done. He’d gone so far as to draw a blade on him. But there was no anger in Caerwyn’s eyes. He seemed worried, or maybe shocked. So did Eurion, Denae, and scar-faced Xandra.

“If we’re not careful,” Blythe said, “we’ll play right into Faedryn’s hands. The illustrae are all in his pocket. He used them to goad the quintarchs into awakening Cinder and Ember. He goaded them into coming to the Holt to defeat you and take back Strages.”

“And that’s just for starters,” Maladox said. “They want Gonsalond now. They want to take it for their own. They don’t trust Yeriel. Maybe never did. But to take Gonsalond, they’ll have to tear down the veil.”

“How does any of that help him?”

Rylan said, “Alra made the shards so they suppress the desire in the paragons to kill one another. We think he means to destroy them.”

“How?”

“We don’t know,” Rylan said. “Rhiannon went with Lorelei to find out.”

“And in the meantime, you expect me to hand Strages over to you?”

“Keep him if you wish,” Blythe said. “Just don’t leave him with Morraine.”

Llorn threw his hands in the air and paced. This was like a bad dream. “The empire will tear us to pieces the moment they realize we won’t use Strages.”

“You’ll have more help than you realize.” Blythe swallowed hard, then motioned to Maladox, Caerwyn, and the rest. “We’ll throw in with you. We can rally the other holdouts, too.”

Rylan snapped his head toward Blythe, looking like he’d been caught off guard.

Llorn wanted to laugh. “You would throw your lot in with me?”

“Yes,” Blythe said with a seriousness he’d rarely seen in her. “I hate you for what you did to Aarik, but this is bigger than me or him. It’s bigger than all of us. We need to protect the Holt now. We need to protect the world.”

“Glaeyand will help,” Rylan said.

Maladox nodded. “And Skylar Solvina has pledged what support she can give.”

“Now I know you’re lying,” Llorn said. “Skylar Solvina would never help me.”

“Skylar is no fool,” Rylan said. “She knows Ancris is threatened, too.”

“Even if she does,” Raef growled, “she’s only a princess.”

“At the moment, yes,” Rylan said, “but she’ll gain sympathy and support in Ancris when the people find out how Lucran was killed. And her mother Tyrinia has great influence in the senate. Skylar could very well become quintarch. Even if she doesn’t, she’ll have great influence with whoever does. In the meantime, we need to deescalate.”

“It’s too late for that,” Llorn said.

“No, it isn’t,” Blythe said with a bit of her old fire. “Faedryn tricked you, Llorn Bloodhaven. He tricked all of us. He’s trying to escape the Umbral Tree. We can’t allow it. You can’t allow it.”

Llorn had been so sure of himself after Ancris was destroyed. He’d been teeming with vengeance. But everything he’d learned since had thrown his convictions into doubt. Could he really do what they were asking? Could he abandon his goal of becoming the undisputed ruler of the Holt? He’d slain his own brother to do it!

He looked at Raef, and much to his surprise, Raef shrugged. Irik gave him a subtle nod. Llorn took a moment, then said, “What would you have me do, Blythe?”

Blythe took a deep breath. “Take the shard from Morraine. Don’t let her use it or talk to Strages.”

“Then what?”

“Watch out for the empire. Avoid a fight with Cinder and Ember at all costs.”

“You want me to run?”

Blythe rolled her eyes. “Call it a tactical retreat if you must. We need to give Lorelei and Rhiannon time to find out how to make sure the shards aren’t destroyed. We can make plans from there.”

Llorn mounted Fraoch, and Fraoch screeched and thudded her tail against the ground. He stroked her neck and said, “I need time to consider. How will I give you my answer?”

“Send someone,” Rylan said. “I’ll wait here.”

Llorn nodded and held tight to his saddle as Fraoch launched. Raef and Irik followed. They made for Skjalgard, but for the first time, Llorn wondered if it wouldn’t be better to fly east and keep flying until he reached Gorminion, or even the island of Olgasus or the Sapphire Coast beyond the sea.

“Bloody coward,” he grumbled to himself. “You shat the bed. Time you started cleaning it up.”

They flew on, over the farm fields toward Skjalgard proper.

“What will you tell Morraine?” Raef called over from his broad-winged amber.

“I’m a reeve now,” Llorn bellowed. “I was thinking about ordering you to break the news to her.”

“The fuck you are!”

Llorn turned away to hide his smile.

They landed at the base of the eyrie’s hill and dismounted. Cant lit the sky in stunning oranges, golds, and ivories as bright as Llorn could remember. He couldn’t decide if that was a good omen or bad.

A pair of young hands in buckskin took the reins from Llorn and Raef and led Fraoch and Raef’s amber toward the clutch of dragons nesting by the eyrie walls. Irik spoke softly to Bellicor, and Bellicor launched and flew toward a distant, empty field. Even months after Aarik’s death, Bellicor still didn’t like being around other dragons.

“You want me there?” Raef asked Llorn.

Llorn knew Raef would go if he asked him, but Llorn needed to talk to Morraine as her brother, not her commander, just the two of them. “Go,” Llorn said. “Hoist a tankard at the tavern we found yesterday. I’ll be there in a little while.”

Llorn trudged up the hill and through the fortress gates. Sister Dereka, her bald head reflecting the fading cantlight, was heading toward the eyrie master’s house on the far side of the courtyard.

“Where’s Morraine?” Llorn asked. When the sister pointed back toward the eyrie, he said, “And Strages?”

Sister Dereka’s stark eyebrows squeezed together. “In Morraine’s room, last I checked. Why?”

“No reason.”

Sister Dereka continued on, and Llorn entered the eyrie through the gap in the rolling doors. He left the doors open to air out the rank smell of the dead. Even with the cupola built into the roof, the stench was strong. Lanterns hung from posts lit the wooden beams, the ladder to the hayloft, and the twelve dragon stalls, six to a side.

Achillea, looking more like a freshly unearthed grub than an undead dragon, lay curled in the central aisle. Morraine’s draugrs, their eyes glowing softly blue, huddled body to body in a stall. Llorn suspected it wasn’t because of the cold, but some primal need for the dead to be near the dead. One of the draugrs, a woman once, stared at him. The others seemed to stare at nothing.

“Morraine?” Llorn stepped forward, fanning his face to wave away the sink. “You here?”

He was looking at the tangle of dead, wondering if she’d joined them for some reason, when he heard footsteps behind him. He turned and found her standing in the doorway to the workshop, eyes aglow.

“Welcome back.” She smiled politely. “Anything amiss in the forest?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes.”

He wasn’t sure where to begin, nor how to convince Morraine of what they had to do. Before he could decide, she said, “I’ve often wondered how difficult it was for you to take the crown from Aarik.”

Llorn froze. “I’m sorry?”

Morraine glided toward him. “I wondered what I would have done in your place. I loved Aarik, but I suspect you loved him more. It must have torn you to pieces to let the Hissing Man have him, to know he’d be burned at the Anvil, even though it was best for the Knives and the Holt.”

Seven hells, did she know what Llorn had discussed with Blythe and the others? He hoped not. “You’re right,” he said as calmly as he could manage. “I did have the Holt’s best interests at heart. I still do. Which is why we need to talk about what I learned in the forest.”

“I know what you learned, Brother.”

Dead soldiers began to shamble from the stall. Llorn realized Morraine wasn’t deciding what to do; she’d already made up her mind. He staggered back toward the eyrie doors.

Morraine chuckled. “You thought you could dispose of me like you did Aarik?”

“Morraine, don’t do this.” He didn’t want to beg. He was King of the Wood! “Our conflict with the empire, the deaths that will follow when war finally breaks out, means nothing to Strages and the others. You must see that by now.”

The undead walked steadily toward him.

“I do,” she said, “but I don’t care, Llorn. You know what I’m interested in now. Maladox told you.”

Llorn ran toward the eyrie doors, but the woman who’d been watching him made an impossible leap and grabbed him. He elbowed her in the face and broke away, but two undead men tackled him, and the rest piled on, writhing, their hands bitingly cold, and held him in place. Morraine paced calmly around them.

“You can’t win a game you don’t know how to play,” Llorn said.

“Oh, but I do know.” She stared coldly down at Llorn. “Strages has been teaching me.”

Llorn was getting colder; his fingers were growing numb. “Sister, if you ever loved me, I’m begging you not to do this.”

“I do love you,” Morraine said, “but I can’t have you sharing my secrets. Things have only just begun.”

The undead woman climbed on top of him and pressed her icy lips against his, slid her cold, wet tongue between his lips. Llorn felt his insides freezing up. He was so weak he could hardly breathe.

An inky black, twisting cone of smoke swept down from the hayloft. He heard a hollow thud and a grunt.

Morraine fell to the stone floor, convulsing. Llorn struggled to untangle himself from the writhing pile of bodies. Then the swirling darkness hovered above him. A smooth hand popped out of it, grabbed Llorn’s arm, and dragged him from the pile. Llorn scrabbled to his feet and stumbled away from the draugrs.

The shadow followed him and faded until Irik was standing in its place. He took a wet black lucerta out of his mouth.

Llorn took a halting breath. “Darkest forest, how did you know?”

“I didn’t, really,” Irik said, “but I trusted your sister to do the wrong thing.”

Llorn nodded. “Gather a few men. Tie her up and take her to the eyrie master’s cellar.”

“And her dead companions?”

Llorn crouched by Morraine and pried Strages’ shard from her hand. “Burn them.”

He was just wondering how he was going to deal with Achillea when the undead dragon lumbered toward him. Llorn staggered back, convinced the beast was going to douse him in blue arcflames, but it merely stopped, lowered its head, and nudged Morraine with its pale snout. When she didn’t move, it gurgled somberly.

When Irik took a halting step back, Achillea’s head twitched, and it stared at him.

“Don’t move,” Llorn said. “Not another fucking muscle.”

Achillea swayed its tail back and forth, banging the support beams. Then the dragon gripped Morraine in its teeth, climbed up a wooden beam, and slunk out through the cupola. Llorn heard the sound of its beating wings fade away, hoping it was the last he’d ever see of the foul creature, and Morraine too, though he supposed that was asking too much.

He turned to leave and started on seeing Strages standing in the doorway in his ancient armor and eyeless helm. He seemed to consider the shining piece of Heartstone in Llorn’s hand. Then he smiled, horrible and grisly, and strode away.
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SIXTY-ONE: RHIANNON

Bothymus, his silvery blue indurium scales glittering almost purple in Nox’s murky unlight, soared through the night. Rhiannon sat in the saddle behind Lorelei, using the peculiar tugs of Hellebore’s golden bracelet to guide them toward an entrance in the veil. From the moment Rylan and Maladox had left to speak with Llorn, Lorelei had been peppering Rhiannon with questions about Gonsalond. The inquisitor was wickedly smart – smarter than even Brother Mayhew – and Rhiannon wished she had more answers for her, but Gonsalond was still largely a mystery to her.

“I suppose the most important question,” Lorelei said, “is whether Yeriel will be able to sense us coming.”

“I don’t think so,” Rhiannon said, “not unless she’s watching the portal we cross through.”

Bothymus winged along a curving rock face, then dipped into a dimly lit meadow with gentle hills and a sprinkling of snow-covered beech trees.

“And how likely is that?” Lorelei asked.

“Unlikely. The one we’re headed toward isn’t used often.”

“People in Glaeyand say Yeriel used to visit the imperator, sometimes for a day or two, sometimes for a few weeks.”

“I heard that, too, but she hasn’t gone in years.”

“Any idea why?”

“I don’t know,” Rhiannon said, “but I think she grew scared of the outside world. She wanted to make sure no one got to Gonsalond, and she can only do that if she’s there, maintaining the veil.”

They left the meadow and swept below the bridgeboughs of a line of citadels to a rocky outcropping. Rhiannon concentrated on the dowsing bracelet.

“We’re getting close. Head between those rocks.”

Lorelei tugged Bothymus’s reins toward the tumble of rocks. “If Llorn agrees to help us, do you think Yeriel would agree to hide Strages in Gonsalond?”

“She might,” Rhiannon said, more hopeful than sure. “Her main goal is to keep Faedryn from escaping the Umbral Tree, but I don’t know if hiding Strages in Gonsalond will work anymore. I mean, if Cinder and Ember are as powerful as she is, they’ll surely find a way in.”

Lorelei held the reins steady, and they flew in silence for a time. Then she said, “Mountain peaks and valleys low, how I wish the quintarchs had left the paragons alone.”

“Me too.”

They soared low between the rocks, and the cold of passing through a portal struck Rhiannon hard.

“Gods, that’s freezing!” Lorelei said.

“That’s the veil,” Rhiannon told her.

Bothymus must have felt it too. He harrooned and beat his wings hard, but then he leveled out and flew on, and the deep cold faded as they headed toward Gonsalond proper. If all went well, they’d hide Bothymus and hike to the mere.

Rhiannon’s stomach tightened as they approached the Veiled City. They skimmed along a stream, and Rhiannon spotted a hollow in a hill. “There.”

The wind began to howl and the canopy gently swayed high, high overhead. Bothymus landed in front of the hollow and lowered his shoulders. Lorelei and Rhiannon slid to the ground, and Rhiannon fished in her belt pouch for the two onyx lucertae Maladox had given her. She placed a sour lucerta on her tongue. A dull roar filled her ears. Everything around her, including Lorelei, became awash in shades of gray. Lorelei scanned the landscape around them and placed the other scale on her tongue. For a moment, nothing happened, then she faded into an indistinct shadow that blended perfectly with the snowy landscape.

Rhiannon took Lorelei’s hand and led her toward the city. They skirted the hill and followed the frozen stream. Candelabra glowed far ahead in the upper reaches of the trees. The vyrd and its snow-topped standing stones stood below them, and beyond the vyrd lay the mere.

Rhiannon paused near a stand of cattails bowed with snow and looked up at the few people on the walkways. Higher up, an ivory dragon fanned its wings in the eyrie. But the land and stairways near the vyrd were empty.

Rhiannon crept along a footpath. The shimmering darkness of the Umbral Tree and its massive trunk came into view beyond a line of citadels. She was almost to the vyrd when her lucerta began to taste particularly sour. She paused and felt Lorelei stiffen beside her. She looked around, but didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. The lucerta, though, was beginning to taste like rotten lemon, and then it started to burn like acid. She spat it out.

“Agh!” Lorelei retched and the black scale burst from her mouth in a spray of bile. The shadows around them dissipated like morning fog.

“Leave something behind, did you?” a voice said behind them.

Rhiannon spun around. Moth was standing on the path behind her, smirking.

Rhiannon felt someone grab her arm and neck.

“Traitor,” Cordney spat.

Lorelei tried to draw her rapier, but Sable blinked into being beyond her, holding a sword of her own. Dervish appeared to Lorelei’s right, and her sword burst into flames, lighting up a circle of snowy grass and a small portion of the massive trunk of a nearby citadel.

“Drop the sword,” Sable said.

“Lorelei,” Rhiannon said as calmly as she could, “drop it. Now.”

Lorelei glanced at Rhiannon and tossed her sword on the snow.

Bothymus roared and landed some twenty paces beyond the vyrd. Then he snapped his wings wide and lit them in a million swirling colors.

But Bothymus had hardly begun when Chirrup appeared out of nowhere. She raised a hand toward Bothymus, whistled a birdlike trill, and Bothymus’s wings faded out. He folded his wings, huffed, and swung his head toward Lorelei. Chirrup then whistled a higher-pitched trill. Bothymus stared at her. She moved her hand, and the big indurium moved his tail in the same motion. He swung his head back and forth, gurgling and cooing to Chirrup’s melody.

Lorelei’s shocked gaze went from Chirrup to Bothymus and back. “Stop that!”

But Chirrup ignored her, and Snow on the Mountain appeared between Lorelei and Rhiannon. Rhiannon expected her to be angry, maybe even violent, but she seemed more disappointed than anything else. She bound Rhiannon and Lorelei’s wrists and took their weapons and Rhiannon’s locket. “To the palace,” she said. “Our lady would like a word with you.”

They were taken to a room in the palace with barred cells, and each was placed in one by herself. Sable and Moth stood guard. Rhiannon wondered if Yeriel would order them taken to the mending room to be interrogated there. She sincerely hoped not.

Yeriel entered the gaol a short while later. “Leave us.” Sable and Moth stared daggers at Rhiannon and left, and Yeriel paced in front of Rhiannon’s cell, her hair writhing, her pale face twisted in a deep scowl. Suddenly, she stopped and stared at Rhiannon through the iron bars. “Did you have anything to do with Strages’ leaving?”

“No,” Rhiannon said. “How could I?”

“Tell me the truth, Rhiannon. They summoned him the same night you left.”

“I left because I knew you’d never forgive me for talking to Faedryn.”

Yeriel’s eyes flashed. “You admit it, then.”

“I had to know the truth.”

“I know what he told you,” Yeriel said, “but I’m not trying to begin the game anew. I would never, not even for Strages. And remember, Faedryn was the one who woke him, not me. I only wanted to protect him. Now tell me what you told the quintarchs.”

Lorelei said, “She didn’t tell them any—”

“Silence!” Yeriel roared. “You haven’t earned the right to speak here.”

“I never spoke to them,” Rhiannon said quickly. “We left before then, but Princess Skylar was set to meet with them. By now they know about the great game.”

Yeriel’s eyes glowed. “What does the princess know about it?”

Rhiannon felt compelled to speak, but she would have told Yeriel the truth anyway. She believed Yeriel was searching for a way to end the game without bloodshed, so Rhiannon told her what she and Lorelei and the others had discussed and what they planned to do next.

When she was done, Yeriel narrowed her eyes. “You sent someone to treat with Llorn?”

“To see if he might stand down, yes.”

Yeriel paced. “Has he agreed?”

“I don’t know.”

“What about your mother?”

Rhiannon shrugged. “She’ll never go along with it. Llorn knows that.”

Footsteps pounded quickly up the hallway, and Cordney appeared in the doorway. “Cinder and Ember are on the move. They’re searching for a portal.”

“How close are they?” Yeriel asked.

“Not very, at least not yet.”

Yeriel nodded, and Cordney left.

“You see, Rhiannon, Faedryn manipulated you all. He tricked the quintarchs into raising Cinder and Ember, forced the imperator to gift Strages’ shard to Llorn. By the ancients, he made the ferrymen burn a vyrd, all in hopes of convincing you that I’m the enemy, and that the only way to deal with me is through force!”

Lorelei nearly shouted, “Did it ever occur to you to share what you knew? To help us?”

Yeriel glared at her.

“It’s not too late.” Lorelei stood and walked to the bars between her cell and Rhiannon’s. “We came here to learn about the shards and how they can be broken so that we can stop that from happening. But we can only help you if you tell us more.”

Yeriel stared at Lorelei. “Why? You’d only cock things up worse than you already have.” She spun around and left the room. Rhiannon heard the hum of conversation, retreating footsteps, then nothing but the soft creaking of the palace.

“I’m sorry,” Rhiannon said as she sat back down on the bench. “I should’ve known they’d be ready for us. I should’ve thought of a better way.”

Lorelei sat, too. “I was the one who said the fewer, the better, remember?”

Rhiannon stewed in silence. If Cinder and Ember were searching for a portal, it meant the quintarchs had commanded them to do it. It was clear they were trying to enter Gonsalond, but what then? Would they kill Yeriel? Would they try to kill Faedryn too? And what would Yeriel do about it? What could she do against two other paragons? And what of Llorn and Strages? She just couldn’t sort it all out.

When Rhiannon looked up from her ruminating, Hellebore stood on her crutches in the doorway.

“What are you doing here?” Rhiannon blurted before giving it more thought.

Hellebore hobbled in and leaned against the wall. “Snow told me what happened.”

When she didn’t continue, Rhiannon said, “And?”

Hellebore leaned her crutches against the wall and crossed her arms over her chest. Her unbound red hair made her look angry, but Rhiannon knew her well enough to know she was contemplative. “When I joined the Seven, I vowed to lay down my life to protect Gonsalond. I’ve kept that vow to the best of my ability. But I thought protecting Yeriel was protecting Gonsalond.” She shrugged. “Now I’m not so sure.”

“You know the truth about her,” Rhiannon said.

“I know part of the truth. I want all of it. That’s why you came back, isn’t it?”

“It is. Lorelei and I were going to the mere.”

Some internal war seemed to play out inside of Hellebore, then she said, “I can take you there, but I want to know what you learn.”

Rhiannon could hardly believe her ears. “Yes, of course.”

“All of it, Rhiannon. I mean it. Good and bad. Whether it has to do with Yeriel, Faedryn, Alra, or anyone else, I want to know.”

Rhiannon nodded. “You have my word.”

Lorelei bowed her head in what seemed to be genuine respect. “You have mine as well.”

Hellebore paused and chewed her lip for a moment. Then she grabbed the keys and let Rhiannon and Lorelei out.

Hellebore led them from the palace. They were stopped at the front by a square-faced warden, but Hellebore told him Yeriel had ordered the prisoners taken away, and he bowed and let them pass.

When they arrived at the mere, Nox was low in the west, an angry indigo splotch barely visible through the citadels. Water trickled from the ice-crusted waterfall into the shallow pool.

“My dearest love,” said a voice behind them, “you have disgraced yourself.”

Snow on the Mountain seemed to blink into existence. Lorelei gasped.

Hellebore limped between Rhiannon and Snow. “I told you,” she said, “Faedryn has been pulling our strings for too long. I want to know how and why. I demand it. And if your vow means anything to you, you should want the same.”

To Rhiannon’s surprise, Snow on the Mountain didn’t immediately shout for the wardens. Whatever conversation had taken place before Hellebore had come to the gaol, Rhiannon was glad for it. She knew she couldn’t have convinced Snow on her own.

“Rhiannon spied on Yeriel,” Snow said. “She broke into Faedryn’s cavern. She deserves the Holt’s justice, as does the inquisitor for trespassing in Gonsalond.”

“Rhiannon says she did those things to learn the truth. I’m willing to give her and her friend a chance to prove it.”

“They might lie.”

Hellebore tipped her head toward Rhiannon. “Is that what she seems like to you? A liar?”

Snow looked Rhiannon up and down, then stared at Lorelei. “What about her?”

“I’m not sure,” Hellebore said. She turned and started toward the edge of the mere. “Let’s find out.”

“Godsdammit!” Snow on the Mountain paced – head shaking, eyes restless – then she stopped, ran her fingers through her long blonde hair, and kicked snow and gravel in a spray. “Let’s fucking get on with it, then.”

Hellebore nodded to Rhiannon, and Rhiannon led Lorelei to the icy edge of the water. “Now it’s up to you.”
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SIXTY-TWO: LORELEI

Lorelei stared into the wavering water at the center of the mere, where it wasn’t frozen, and spread her arms. She imagined the roots delving, splitting, intertwining into a vast web beneath her feet. She imagined herself reaching up to accept Lux’s light, contracting at night to shun Nox’s.

She closed her eyes and whispered, “Show me Alra’s gambit. Show me what the Heartstone truly is.”

For long moments she saw nothing, heard nothing but the wind and the low hum of the Umbral Tree to her right. She slowed her thoughts to feel the forest more keenly. A wave of dizziness swept over her, and Gonsalond melted away.

Alra stood at a worktable filled with beakers and jars and tins of various sizes in a carpeted room with stone walls, her wavy blonde hair unbound and hanging down the back of her sleeping robe. On the table in front of her, a beaker of clear liquid sat atop a brass tripod over a blue flame. Next to it was a white crystal the size of a walnut.

Doran entered the room in his nightclothes, carrying a lantern. He set the lantern on the workbench, and slipped both arms around Alra’s waist and pressed his lips and black beard to the nape of her neck. “Come to bed.”

“I can’t.” She craned her neck and kissed him on the lips. “Not yet.”

“You’re working yourself too hard.”

“It’s important.” Alra added some white powder to the beaker. “You know it is.”

“I do, but you need rest.” He reached between her legs. “So come… Rest…”

She caressed his arm and closed her eyes. “I know the sort of rest you mean.”

His hand moved rhythmically. “Rest doesn’t always mean sleeping.”

“But it often does.” She reached between his legs, gathered his stiff member through the cloth, and squeezed. “Will you let me?”

“After.”

“Patience, love. I have to make this work.” She pulled up her sleeve. Her arm was deep purple, nearly black in places, from her elbow to her shoulder. “Or have you forgotten?”

He stared at her wounded flesh. “I only thought to take your mind from it.”

She let her sleeve fall back into place. “I know, but Ember’s poison is advancing faster than before.”

“How much time do you have left?”

“A month, perhaps.” She stirred the liquid in the beaker with a narrow spoon. “Two if I’m lucky.”

The elixir began to glow orange and yellow. She dripped some of the elixir onto the glittering crystal.

Nothing happened. “Shit…”

“I’m sorry,” Doran said.

“Don’t lie.”

“I am, truly, but…” He took her hand. “I know this is selfish, but why don’t we go away? Live out your days in peace. You might even be happy for once.”

“I told you, the hunger—”

“I know what you said. You don’t think you could find peace if you gave it up?”

“I can’t give it up. There’s no choice in this, and there never was, not after…” She touched Doran’s cheek. “I wish she’d never found me. I wish I’d said no.”

Doran sighed. “So do I. Enwe said nothing about giving up your humanity to play her game.”

“No, she didn’t. And now I wonder if the prize was a lie, too… I guess I’ll find out one day.” She dropped the crystal into the elixir, and it began to glow. She exhaled noisily and smiled. Doran, meanwhile, furrowed his brow and stared in disbelief.

The scene faded, and Lorelei thought that was all she’d see, but then it returned again.

Alra lay in bed, naked, curled over Doran. She ran her fingernails through the thick hair on his chest and kissed his shoulder.

Doran stared at the wooden ceiling beams and stroked her hair softly. “How do you know Faedryn will take your soul into the Heartstone?”

“Because Yeriel told me… and it makes sense. The only way Faedryn’s alliance can work is if they each prosper from my death. They’ll be able to split it like an apple. Each of them will consume a part of me, the game will begin anew, and they’ll have rid themselves of their greatest enemy.”

“But you’ll show them.” He wiped the corner of one eye. “You’ll show them all.”

“Yes, love.” She kissed him, and their lips parted with a smack. “I will.”

“There’s only one problem.”

“Oh?”

“You said the pieces of the Heartstone will suppress their power and their hunger.”

“That’s right.”

“And that none of them, not even Faedryn, will be able to destroy them.”

“They can destroy them, they just won’t want to. The elixir will make the stones twist Enwe’s compulsion in on itself, suppressing their desire to hunt one another. The only way the pieces of the stone can be destroyed is if a mortal asks them to do it.”

“What if one never does?”

“The elixir will suppress Enwe’s compulsion. It won’t erase it altogether.”

“What if they refuse to destroy the stone?”

“They won’t be able to. The request itself will awaken their hunger, and they’ll be forced to.” Alra rubbed his chest absently. “Trust me, sooner or later, whether it be years, decades, or centuries from now, one of the paragons will be freed, and once one is freed, the rest will follow.”

Doran was silent a long while. “You can mend the tear in your soul in the meantime.”

“That’s right.”

“And when the shards are broken… Then, my love, you shall rise again.”

“Yes, dearest.” Alra straddled him. “Then I’ll rise again.” She twisted her hips and rubbed her thigh against his cock. “Enough about the future. We’re here, now, and you have some rising of your own to do.”

Doran looked like she’d thrown a bucket of cold water on him, then he burst out laughing.

The vision faded, and Lorelei found herself back in the chill winter forest. It was morning, and Lux shone brightly through the trees.

Hellebore and Rhiannon were staring at her. Snow on the Mountain just looked angry.

“I saw her,” Lorelei said. “I saw Alra.”

She recounted the visions in detail, if only to understand it all herself. When she was done, Rhiannon and Hellebore stood frozen in place. Snow on the Mountain paced back and forth, armor creaking.

“Swear to me you’re telling the truth,” Snow said.

“I swear it, by Ancris and all the lives lost to the Sundering.”

Snow stopped. “The elixir Alra gave Yeriel, you’re saying it altered the Heartstone in some way?”

“Apparently, but there’s more.” She told Snow about her visions in the bramble, particularly the final one in which Faedryn had opened his eyes and stumbled backward moments before the Heartstone fell and split into six pieces. “Alra meant for all seven of them to be trapped, but Faedryn escaped.”

“Then how did he wind up trapped under the Umbral Tree?” Rhiannon asked.

“I’m not sure, but it looked like he barely escaped Alra’s trap. The experience likely weakened him, allowing Alra’s followers to catch up to him. From there, it would be easy to make Alra seem like the goddess of light and Faedryn the trickster.”

Snow on the Mountain shook her head. “How could so many stories about that time be wrong?”

“That’s just it,” Lorelei said. “They weren’t stories. They were lies, planted by Doran and others to make Alra’s legend greater than even Kloehe’s, and it worked. We barely remember Kloehe, and Enwe’s just a footnote in the annals of history.”

Hellebore gazed into the forest. “And now the seeds Alra planted are bearing fruit.”

“We can still stop it,” Rhiannon said. “We need to make sure no paragon destroys their shard.”

Lorelei’s mind was racing. Alra’s plan was brilliant; she’d all but guaranteed she would live again. “As soon as the quintarchs find out Alra might be reborn, they’ll be tempted to do it. They’ll shatter the pieces of the Heartstone to get her back, not realizing that it will free the paragons as well.”

Snow on the Mountain stared up at the trees and whispered, “Dark of the forest, you’re right.”

“We can’t tell anyone,” Rhiannon said. “We’re the only ones who know other than the paragons.”

“But therein lies the danger,” Lorelei said. “The paragons do know, which explains why Faedryn has been so bold. He wants the game to resume just as much as Alra does. As much as any of them do.”

“Except Yeriel,” Hellebore said. She shook her head and her red hair flowed in the wind. “What I don’t get is why Faedryn would want the stones destroyed. He must know it would bring back Alra, which would put him at a severe disadvantage.”

Lorelei had a sudden realization. She finally got it. “Faedryn managed to escape from the spell that trapped the other paragons, but he was weakened. I’d bet my last scepter it’s because part of his soul is trapped in the stones, as Alra’s is.”

“But that means when Alra is freed,” Rhiannon said, “he will be too.”

Lorelei clenched her teeth. “That’s right.”

“What can we do to stop him?” Rhiannon blurted.

Lorelei said,“We have to tell the quintarchs what we know.”

“Are you sure?” Snow on the Mountain asked. “You said the quintarchs would try to bring Alra back, and I think you’re right, but that will likely bring back Faedryn, too.”

Hellebore nodded. “He will probably awaken all the paragons so he can claim Enwe’s prize.”

“That’s why we need to make the consequences clear,” Lorelei said. “If we can do that, I have to believe they wouldn’t risk freeing Faedryn. Not even for Alra.”

“I might agree,” Hellebore said, “had the illustrae not been whispering Faedryn’s lies into their ears for decades.”

Rhiannon turned and gazed up at the palace high in the citadels. “We have to tell Yeriel. She may have hidden the truth about the Ruining, but she did so for a good reason. I think we can trust her.”

Hellebore said, “I do as well.”

Snow nodded.

“I’m not as trusting as all of you are,” Lorelei said. But trust went both ways, and these women had all trusted her. After a moment’s more thought, she said, “Let me tell Skylar. I know she’ll believe me, and she doesn’t trust Illustra Japheth at all.”

Rhiannon nodded immediately. Snow and Hellebore took some time to consider, but they nodded, too.

“Gonsalond needs all the allies it can get,” said Hellebore.

Lorelei made ready to summon Bothymus, but before she could, the trees, bridgeboughs, walkways, and decks came alive with clusters of tiny lights. A horn blared, like it was coming from all directions at once.

“What’s happening?” Lorelei asked.

“Someone’s attacking the veil,” Snow said. “We have to get to the eyrie. Will you join us? We could use your help.”

“But I need to go to Skylar. You just—”

“I know, but none of that matters if Gonsalond falls.”

Lorelei nearly refused – one more dragon, even an indurium, would hardly determine the outcome – but she had to keep their trust. “All right, but I need to talk to Skylar as soon as Gonsalond is safe.”

They made their way toward the stairs, but Hellebore on her crutches lagged behind. “Go on,” she said with a grunt. “I’ll be there when I can.”

Lorelei, Rhiannon, and Snow rushed up the stairs. By the time they reached the staging deck at the eyrie, a host of viridian dragons bearing wardens in green cloaks were taking off. Chirrup stood on the deck’s far side with five ivory dragons. Moth, the sedge witch with the gold studs in her nose, joined her as Rhiannon, Lorelei, and Snow on the Mountain approached.

Snow raised a hand to them. “They’re here to help, and we’re going to let them.”

“The hells we are,” Moth said. She drew arcane symbols in the air with both hands but paused when Snow barreled forward and blocked her path.

“We’re going to let them help us,” Snow spat. She was considerably bigger than Moth.

Moth stared up at Snow, pressed her lips into a thin line, then she climbed up on one of the ivories, and flew off. Snow on the Mountain mounted another ivory and waited. Lorelei beckoned Bothymus. Chirrup trilled to the nests, and a sixth ivory dragon flew down and landed near Rhiannon, lowered its head, and nudged Rhiannon’s chest.

Bothymus landed, lowered himself onto his wing joints, and lifted his head imperiously. He grumbled and groused and twitched his tail at the other dragons, but the ivories ignored him. He edged closer to Lorelei. Sable and Dervish arrived at a run, glanced quickly at Rhiannon and Lorelei, then mounted and launched.

Lorelei and Rhiannon mounted and followed the Seven. As Bothymus bore them away from Gonsalond, Lorelei stared back at the Umbral Tree. This was what he’d been hoping for. Gonsalond under threat, Cinder and Ember coming to free him. She hoped they could stop the paragons in time. She hoped the quintarchs would listen to reason.

She snapped the reins. “Faster, Bothymus!”
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SIXTY-THREE: RYLAN

Rylan squinted into his spyglass and spotted a bright yellow dragon flying toward him from the direction of Skjalgard. The early morning light blazed through gauzy clouds and made it difficult to see the rider, but as the dragon came closer, Rylan recognized Raef, with his peculiar way of gripping the reins in one hand, sitting in the saddle. Odd how the world worked sometimes. Raef had been ready to kill Rylan mere days ago, but so much had changed since then.

Rylan crouched on a stubby citadel bough just below the canopy. With the mottled forest floor so dizzyingly far below and snow on the branch’s bark, he stood, turned carefully, and headed toward where Vedron was hunkered near the trunk. He stuffed the spyglass into a saddlebag while Vedron fixed her eyes on the approaching amber. She hissed. Slaver flew from her mouth.

“Easy,” Rylan said with a hand on her neck. “This time, they’re here to talk.”

Raef landed his narrow amber dragon on a stunted bough one citadel over. “Hope you’re fucking happy.”

“Does that mean Llorn’s in?” Rylan asked.

Raef sneered. “You always were the smart one, Holbrooke.”

“Well,” Rylan said, ignoring the gibe, “that’s wonderful news, but how do we know he’s not laying a trap for us?”

Raef’s face turned red. “When Llorn went to tell his witch of a sister, she nearly killed him. That committed enough for you?”

Rylan raised his hands. “Fine! No need to get your short hairs in a twist. There’s a meeting at Thervindal’s Tor later today. Llorn should come. You and Irik, too. We’ll know more about the quintarchs and their dragon legions by then.”

An unseasonably warm wind blew through the forest; snowmelt dripped from the canopy onto Raef’s braided red hair. He wiped his forehead and stared at Rylan, then pulled the amber dragon’s reins. “We’ll be there.” The dragon roared at Vedron, plummeted from the tree, and soared away.

Rylan mounted Vedron and flew toward Glaeyand along the Diamondflow. Having Llorn’s help would be good, but gods, it felt like too little, too late. The chance that the empire would stand down felt vanishingly small, as did the notion that Yeriel would even grant them an audience, much less agree to some sort of accord.

When Rylan arrived at the tor around midday, Skylar was already there with Victanius, Azariah, and three dragons: a silver, a brass, and Azariah’s ornery iron. A host of thirty or so radiant dragons and dracorae in Ancran red was assembled on the river’s far bank. Rylan landed on the tor, and Vattuo bellowed, but Azariah brought him back under control.

“You’ve come with good news, I hope,” Skylar said.

“I have, indeed.”

Skylar smiled. “Well, there’s a nice change of pace.”

A horn blew the signal for allies inbound, and Andros arrived with a dozen more dragons in Glaeyand-green barding. More than forty dragons was a respectable force, but the quintarchs would have more. A lot more. Llorn better come through or they’d be mincemeat once the fighting began.

Vedron crouched at the edge of the tor and trilled plaintively down at the radiants. Rylan felt her nervous anticipation through their bond and scratched her wattle to calm her. “Bothymus isn’t here, girl.” But Vedron kept searching.

Andros made his way to the top of the tor, and Rylan hailed him. “Any news of Willow?”

Andros shook his head. “Kalden claims he doesn’t remember. Says things became a lot more cloudy toward the end.”

“You believe him?”

“Yeah. He’s himself again. He would’ve told me if he knew.”

“I’m worried about her,” Rylan said.

“Me too. I thought maybe she flew away on a dragon, but Helianthus is here and all the other dragons are accounted for, too.” He shrugged impotently. “I’ve got a dozen of our best constables out looking for her. Hopefully, by the time we get back, they’ll have news of her.”

Rylan hoped so, but he couldn’t shake the feeling something terrible had happened.

Another horn blew the signal for unknown dragons spotted. Blythe was swooping down with Maladox, Caerwyn, and the other Red Knife elders. Llorn followed with a dozen dragons and riders. Most of them landed further down the bank from the gathered radiants. Llorn, Raef, and Blythe, meanwhile, landed near the tor and joined them at the top. It was a most improbable gathering. Skylar, Azariah, and Victanius represented Ancris. Andros – and Rylan, in a way – stood for Glaeyand. Llorn, Raef, and Blythe spoke for the Red Knives.

Skylar addressed the gathering. “It appears the quintarchs have abandoned their plan to liberate Skjalgard in favor of flying to the veil and, if they can break through it, Gonsalond. We think Cinder has found one of the entrances in the veil beyond the Barrowbacks. Their entire cohort – more than a hundred dragons – is headed there now. They plan to tear it down and take Gonsalond and the Umbral Tree for themselves. We go to reason with them and—”

“Reason with them?” Llorn shouted. “Do that and you lose the element of surprise.”

“I’m aware,” Skylar said, “but our goal isn’t to win a single battle, or even battle at all. We must convince the quintarchs to listen to everything we’ve learned about the paragons. If they refuse, we must defend the portal, and for that, Llorn, we’ll need Strages to defend against Cinder and Ember.”

Llorn nodded. “He’s with Sister Dereka.”

“She knows how to control him?” Skylar asked.

“She does,” Llorn said, “but Blythe’s going to do it.”

Skylar glanced at Blythe. “Why Blythe?”

“Because I trust her more.”

“Can she control him?”

“The quintarchs learned how,” Llorn shot back, “the Kin can, too.”

“I’ll have to trust you, I guess,” Skylar said, “but we have precious little time.”

“That’s right.” Blythe stepped up next to Llorn. “So why don’t we hurry the fuck up?”

Llorn chuckled and glanced at her. “She has a point, Princess.”

“If we rush this,” Skylar said evenly, “we’re done for. Victanius thinks our best bet is for the Knives to feign an attack and draw as much of the empire’s host away as possible. Are you willing to do that?”

Llorn thought about that for a second. “Maybe, but I’m not in the habit of wasting lives. What will the rest of you be doing?”

“We’ll swoop in after you, secure the area, and begin what I hope will be a parley to get the quintarchs to stand down.”

Raef barked from the back, “And if they refuse?”

“Then we attack.”

Llorn scratched his beard. “Very well, Princess.”

“Thank you, Llorn,” Skylar said. “The last thing I ask is that everyone keep an eye out for Rhiannon and Lorelei. They should be on their way back from Gonsalond now. If you see them, bring them to me immediately.”

They established a chain of a command and cleared up some small details; then Skylar and the Ancran dragons launched. Glaeyand’s dragons followed, then came Llorn’s small host. Rylan joined them and marveled at the spectacle. The clamor of beating wings and roaring dragons was awe-inspiring, as was the spectacle of so many massive beasts coursing among the great citadels. The most impressive thing of all, though, was more subtle. Somehow, three distinct groups with good reason to distrust one another had managed to set aside their grievances and focus on the larger threat. Rylan actually felt hopeful.

As the lead dragons set a course toward the Barrowbacks, Llorn, Victanius, and Skylar flew near one another. Rylan could hear them talking every now and again, hashing out how they’d lure the quintarchs’ dragons away. What little Rylan heard of their plan seemed sound, but he was more worried about the quintarchs themselves. They were a stubborn lot and wouldn’t give up easily.

They met up with Llorn’s host, adding another seventy dragons to the forty or so that had left Glaeyand. Rylan was left in awe. He’d never flown among so many dragons.

Near the back of Llorn’s host, Strages rode a mottled auburn. From a distance, he might be mistaken for a simple dragonrider, but as Rylan urged Vedron to fly closer, he noted the paragon’s eyeless helm, ancient armor, and the massive greatsword strapped to his side. The auburn flew eerily with steady beats of its wings, never dipping, never rising. Its eyes were fixed ahead, never turning to take in its surroundings like a normal dragon would. Blythe and Sister Dereka flew next to him on bright green Velox, Sister Dereka holding the reins and Blythe clutching Strages’ shard behind her. Velox kept veering away from the auburn, forcing Sister Dereka to correct their course.

“Unnatural,” Raef said on his amber to Rylan’s opposite side. When Rylan looked his way, he pointed to Strages with his stump arm.

“Godsdamned creepy is what it is,” Rylan called back.

Raef nodded, spat to one side, and dipped down toward a group of fellow Knives.

They continued along the Stoneway, a broad river with walls of black rock. The citadels disappeared, and they entered the Barrowbacks, the only mountain range within the Great Basin worthy of the name. They flew low, weaving between rounded peaks and bare rock faces, until a scout reported a host of dragons in a valley up ahead. The peaks gave way to hills and then the forest again, thicker than ever. The citadels were bunched so closely the dragons had to weave a lot more, and the canopy blocked out the sky, leaving them in a shadowy gloom.

Skylar signaled for them to land. Commanders shouted orders; the praetorian guardsmen, dracorae, and dragonriders responded crisply. The dragons were quiet and still.

Llorn’s forces departed quickly, and Skylar, Rylan, Azariah, and Blythe left their dragons in a hollow between the roots of a citadel tree and headed east on foot. The shard in Blythe’s hand glowed in the dim forest. Strages trudged along behind her, eerily silent. Rylan had a hard time believing the paragon was once a man like himself. He seemed so otherworldly, like a mortal returned from the seven hells.

“Why is he so calm?” Rylan whispered to Blythe.

But it was Azariah, on Rylan’s opposite side, who answered. “I imagine, to him, this is like suffering through a jongleur before the play begins.” Azariah sniffed a pinch of both powders from his locket and rubbed his nose vigorously. “He’s probably aching for his shard to be broken.”

“Does Azariah have the right of it?” Rylan asked Strages.

Strages plodded on in silence, one hand on the pommel of his greatsword.

“Answer him,” Blythe said.

Strages spoke in a dry rasp. “It’s past time to see it all end.”

“You don’t care who wins or loses?” Blythe asked.

“I did, once,” Strages grumbled. “The crystal in your hand changed everything.”

“Enough,” Skylar said. “We’re getting close.”

Rylan couldn’t help thinking something was amiss, but for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what. He scanned the trees and the canopy for radiant dragons. He saw none, but he knew they were out there, somewhere.

Another mile into their hike, they came upon the four quintarchs – Zabrienne, Yarina, Marle, and Drynon – and a dozen or so other men and women standing near the fragments of an ancient stone fortress: sections of weed-covered stone courtyard, broken leaning columns, rotting wood floors, and an archway, oddly intact, covered with moss and dripping snow. Both Zabrienne and Yarina were holding a piece of the Heartstone. The paragon Ember floated like a dandelion seed above them, his gray arms spread, his hands drawing arcane symbols. Though darkness surrounded his head, his horns jerked erratically. Cinder stood below him in her scanty blue dress, also casting spells with her hands.

The quintarch’s dragon force, a hundred or more strong, was arrayed along what might once have been a paved road. With few exceptions, the dracorae were mounted, reins held at the ready. More dragons clung to the trees above them, and several brasses flew in circles above the canopy. Each wing of five dragons faced the old road in disciplined formation, heads held high. They looked ready to fly at a moment’s notice. And the quintarchs would only have brought their most seasoned soldiers, their most well trained mounts. They would be difficult to defeat, even with a force that outnumbered them.

“That’s a lot,” Blythe said, “but it doesn’t seem like enough to take on Yeriel and her wardens.”

“Maybe not,” replied Skylar, “but they’re counting on Cinder and Ember to even the scales.”

Ember floated down to the mossy courtyard, and he and Cinder joined the quintarchs. Marle paced. Zabrienne and Yarina talked stiffly. Drynon waved his arms wildly and shouted something toward the dracorae, but Rylan was too far away to hear what he said.

“Azariah, what’s happening?” Skylar asked.

Before Azariah could reply, a horn blared from somewhere in the trees. The dragons began to flap their wings and lash their tails. Three talons, fifteen dragons in all, launched toward the canopy.

More horns blew, and a score of the Holt’s umbrals streaked overhead. At the rear, five onyxes bellowed in unison and coughed black clouds downward. The radiants below roared and screeched. They fought their reins, and it seemed all their dracorae could do to keep them in check. Five more talons launched upward and winged hard after the Knives’ dragons.

They’d hardly reached the canopy when more umbrals streaked low over the forest floor to Rylan’s left. Viridians spat acid at the quintarchs’ forces. Ambers sprayed ichor. Auburns roared and blew plumes of strength-draining mist while a group of cobalts circled overhead.

The empire’s golds and silvers reared, flapped their wings, and launched. Brasses, induria, and bronzes followed, glittering brightly though the light in the forest was scant. A scattering of hulking irons launched last with ear-splitting roars. Clouds of noxious breath billowed between the trees. Fire sprayed in bright gouts. Fearsome wings dazzled in brilliant colors.

As the battle raged, it crept ever further away from the arch, leaving the quintarchs and the dragons they’d held in reserve exposed. Rylan was a bit stunned. The plan had worked perfectly. They only needed to wait for Victanius’s dragons before heading down to speak to the quintarchs.

Azariah chanted, “Ausculto, ausculto…” He closed his eyes and tilted his head. “The quintarchs are worried. They’re talking about trying to destroy the portal. Cinder believes Yeriel is working against her and Ember. She says they aren’t strong enough to stand against Yeriel, but if the shards were destroyed, they could do it.”

Blythe’s eyes went wide, and she snapped her head toward Strages. She showed him the shard and asked, “Is it true? Do the shards weaken you?”

Strages tipped his head, sunlight glinting from his dull helm. “They do.”

“But how can the shards be destroyed?” Blythe asked.

Strages smiled grimly. “You need but ask. Would you like me to break the one in your hand?”

Skylar shook her head. “What happens when the shard is broken?”

“I’ll be free to do as I please, Princess.”

“Seven hells,” Skylar spat. “Cinder’s trying to trick them. She’s trying to free herself and her brother.”

Rylan hadn’t expected the paragons to try a ruse, but he should have. “We have to warn them!”

“He’s right,” Azariah said. “We can’t wait for Victanius.”

“Call your dragons,” Skylar said. “Blythe, bring Strages.”

Rylan headed down the slope, putting citadels between himself and the quintarchs when he could. To me, Vedron. Swiftly now.

The others followed: Azariah, Skylar, then Blythe. Strages came last, plodding like a headsman. Quintarch Marle spotted them. He barked an order, and a dozen praetorian guardsmen in brightsteel clanked into position to guard them. Several raised crossbows and aimed them at Rylan. The rest drew swords and readied their shields.

Rylan slowed to a walk and raised his hands. “We only wish to talk!”

One of the praetorians, an oak of a man, shot a crossbow bolt into the ground a few paces ahead of him. “Not another step!”

Rylan stopped. Azariah, Blythe, and Skylar stood behind him. Strages, twenty paces back, continued plodding forward.

Zabrienne approached and stopped beside the praetorian who’d shot his crossbow. “A talk, is it?”

Vedron, Velox, Ruko, and Vattuo flapped noisily and landed on the slope some hundred paces behind Strages.

“They’re no threat,” Skylar shouted, “but your paragons are. I beg you, don’t break their shards.”

Zabrienne called out, “Why shouldn’t we?”

“The question is why you should,” Skylar replied. “There’s no benefit to it and massive risk to everyone.”

Frail Yarina, her white cloak flaring in the breeze, joined Zabrienne. “The empire has a purpose here,” she warbled. “We must enter Gonsalond to ensure Faedryn remains imprisoned. Yeriel cannot be left to that task alone. Not anymore.”

“But you’re playing into Faedryn’s hands. He wants those stones broken.”

Yarina’s eyes lit in amusement. “No, child. If Faedryn knows what’s happening here, he trembles. We are closer to basking in Alra’s light than we’ve ever been.”

Strages caught up and stood beside Blythe.

Skylar, meanwhile, blinked at the old quintarch. “What are you saying?”

“Tell them, Cinder,” Yarina said. “Tell them what you told us about the goddess.”

Cinder paced toward the quintarch, the skirt of her blue dress brushing the ancient stones. Her shoulders and midriff were bare, revealing a kaleidoscope of scars, and her skirt was slit, but the cold didn’t seem to touch her. “Alra’s soul was trapped in the pieces of the Heartstone. It resides there still. Breaking the stones will allow my brother and me to destroy the veil and defeat Yeriel, but more than this, it will free a part of Alra’s soul.”

Skylar worked her mouth a moment, then said, “Strages, is that true?”

“It is.”

“But what about the game?” Skylar asked. “You said they were trying to trick the quintarchs into freeing them so the game can resume.”

“Also true,” Strages said.

Skylar took a step closer to Yarina and clasped her hands. “Don’t you see? They’re trying to rekindle the great game. That’s what the paragons want. It’s what Faedryn wants. It’s what Alra wants. Tell them, Strages!”

“Enough!” Zabrienne screamed. “You’ll not sully her name again! Alra is our goddess of light. Another word against her, and I’ll have your tongue out, daughter of a quintarch or not.”

Rylan made calming motions with his raised hands. “Please! All we’re asking for is time to explain. Once the shards are broken, we can’t undo it.”

The four quintarchs traded looks. Drynon beckoned them, and they huddled together, but they’d hardly begun talking when one of the praetorian guardsmen shouted, “Dragons high!”

It was Victanius flying toward them at the head of a small host.

“They’re my guards,” Skylar called. “Nothing more!”

Zabrienne’s face soured as she stared at them, then she shoved her shard at Ember. “Do it. Destroy it.”

“No!” Rylan sprinted toward her, hoping to snatch the shard away, but a praetorian bulled into him and tackled him to the ground.

He tried to roll away, but the man was big and slammed his head onto the ground so hard his eyeballs hurt. A crossbow twanged. Azariah grunted.

Vedron roared.

Stay where you are! Rylan told her. He squirmed and peered past the guard on top of him and saw Ember take the shard from Zabrienne.

Quintarch Drynon looked at Ember, then at Rylan. He seemed worried.

“Stop him!” Rylan hollered.

Drynon didn’t move. Ember took the shard. The shard glowed brighter. Ember groaned and the shard exploded in a shower of sparks.

Rylan twisted his head away. He felt heat against his exposed cheek and neck. When the light and heat faded, he dared a look. Ember lay on the stone courtyard, moaning. The darkness around his head was gone, revealing a man with sallow eyes, black horns jutting just above his temples, and a gaunt face covered in stubble.

“Stop them!” Zabrienne bellowed. A talon of dragons soared down toward them.

Blythe barked, “Take it!”

Azariah lay on the ground next to her with a crossbow bolt sticking out of his chest. Skylar knelt beside him and pressed her hand to the wound. But Rylan focused on Blythe. She stood beyond them, holding her piece of the Heartstone out to Strages. Her purpose was instantly and horrifyingly clear.

“Blythe, please don’t do it.”

Blythe ignored him and waggled the shard at Strages. “Break it.”

Strages took the shard and drew his ancient sword. The shard brightened and shattered in a shower of blinding light.
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SIXTY-FOUR: RHIANNON

The wind blew through Rhiannon’s hair as she and Nyphaea soared from Gonsalond toward the portal where the quintarchs had gathered. A cohort of forty wardens on viridian dragons led the way. Lorelei rode the great indurium Bothymus beside her. Directly ahead, five of the Seven – all but Cordney, who’d gone ahead with Yeriel, and Hellebore – flew their ivories in formation. It was the greatest assembly of dragons Rhiannon had ever seen, but she doubted it could match the horde the empire had likely amassed.

They flew through a thick forest of citadels and landed near the remains of an ancient temple, now little more than a few crumbling walls, empty courtyards, and a tall mossy arch. The wardens landed their dragons in an overgrown courtyard. The Seven landed closer to the arch. Rhiannon and Lorelei landed there as well. Sable and Snow on the Mountain dismounted and held a rushed council with Cordney.

Rhiannon dismounted and rubbed Nyphaea’s shoulder to calm her. The ivory dragon was staring at the arch and swinging her head back and forth, but there was nothing there. “It’s okay, girl…” At last the beautiful ivory settled down on her wing joints.

Ember, a nearly naked man, gray with demon horns and an inky black cloud obscuring his head, floated into the space between the columns of the arch. Cinder, a short, pretty woman wearing a blue dress that showed all sorts of skin, appeared immediately thereafter. Then the quintarchs and a bunch of dragons and imperial riders appeared. None of them seemed to realize Yeriel was standing across from them with fifty dragons.

Yeriel raised her hands, palms facing the arch. “They’ve found the entry in the veil,” she said. She bared her teeth and stared at them, her hair writhing. “They may break it soon.” She adjusted her hands and then stopped, bent over with her hands on her knees, and gasped for breath.

Cordney approached her. “Do we wait?”

Yeriel spat on the stone, wiped her mouth, and nodded.

“My lady,” Snow said, “I must confess something.”

Yeriel didn’t even look at her. “Not now, Snow.”

“It must be now.” Snow gestured to Lorelei and Rhiannon. “We come from the mere. We know about the shard, how it binds you. We know what will happen if it’s destroyed, what will happen to all the paragons if their shards are destroyed.”

Yeriel stood up straight. “You do, do you?”

Snow bowed. “Enwe’s hunger will return. The game will resume. You must leave. You can’t risk a confrontation with them. Not here. Not now. Too much is in their control.”

“It can’t be helped,” Yeriel said. “Let them be, and they’ll move on to Gonsalond. We can’t let that happen.”

“No!” Snow looked more desperate than Rhiannon had ever seen her. “Go back to Gonsalond. Let us deal with the empire. Let us protect you, as we always have!”

“I can’t,” Yeriel said softly. “The time when I could hide ended years ago. I just didn’t see it until now.”

Snow stepped closer to her. “Please listen to—”

“Look!” Lorelei hollered.

Beyond the quintarchs and the paragons, Rylan Holbrooke and Princess Skylar were running toward the arch, Azariah, Blythe, and Strages a few paces behind.

Rylan and Skylar stopped and spoke to the quintarchs, but Rhiannon couldn’t hear them. “What are they saying?”

“They’re asking the quintarchs to stand down,” Yeriel told her.

The quintarchs were frowning. Yarina was waving a quivering hand at Rylan. Rylan seemed to be pleading.

“The quintarchs don’t seem pleased by it,” Rhiannon said.

A host of radiant dragons broke from the trees and flew toward the temple ruins. It seemed to upset the quintarchs and their guards. The nearby dragons pounded the earth with their tails or rose up and flapped their wings. Rhiannon didn’t know much about what was happening on the far side of the portal, but violence seemed near.

Scantily clad Cinder seemed to be ignoring everything playing out behind her. She stared into the archway, a look of concentration on her comely face, while moving her hands in circles and zigzags.

“Blood of the ancients,” Yeriel said.

“What?” Cordney asked.

“Cinder isn’t… She’s locking the portal.”

Sable stepped closer. “Why would she do that?”

“She knows I’m here. She wants to keep the portal closed so I won’t…” Yeriel’s eyes went wide. Beyond the portal, Zabrienne was holding a shard out to Ember.

“No!” Yeriel raised her hands and spoke some words of power that made Rhiannon’s bones ache. Yet nothing seemed to happen to the portal.

Beyond Cinder, Rylan sprinted toward Zabrienne. He was met by a burly guardsman in brightsteel and driven to the ground. A crossbow bolt blurred through the air and sunk into Azariah’s chest. Ember took the shard from Zabrienne. His muscles stood out like harp strings. The shard brightened into a blinding, searing light, and burst into a million pieces.

Rhiannon staggered backward, shielding her eyes. When the brightness faded, Ember was lying on the ground; the darkness around his head gone. He looked strangely mortal, like a man wearing fake horns at a pub. He stood up and ran toward Strages. A shard glowed in Strages’ hand. Then it too burst and lit the ruins in blinding white light.

“Prepare yourselves!” Yeriel bellowed. “Take Cinder’s shard!”

Lorelei clutched her rapier and bounced on the balls of her feet. Cordney and Sable vaulted into their saddles. Snow on the Mountain, however, stayed where she was.

“You want to protect Gonsalond?” Yeriel hissed at her. “Then go protect it!”

Snow opened her mouth, then nodded and ran toward her ivory.

Rhiannon started toward Nyphaea, but Yeriel called out to her, “Rhiannon, wait.”

Suddenly, people were shouting, dragons roaring. A fire spilled down the bark of a citadel. Lorelei charged toward Rylan, who was still wrestling with the praetorian guardsman. The Seven and the wardens flew through the arch and, though outnumbered, engaged the quintarchs’ dragons. Chirrup sang a raucous song, and many of the radiants burst into the air and disappeared beyond the nearest citadels.

Then the sound was suddenly muffled again. Rhiannon hollered at Yeriel. “Why did you close it? We need to help them!”

Yeriel raised her forefinger and drew a slit of darkness in the air. She widened it with her fingers like it was the mouth of a purse and reached into the darkness, her arm disappearing up to her elbow. When she withdrew her arm, the darkness winked out, and she was holding a shard.

“Is it yours?” Rhiannon asked and immediately felt stupid.

“Yes, child,” Yeriel said. “Ask me to break it.”

“Are you mad?”

Beyond the arch, Ember and Strages had squared off. Ember lashed a black tentacle at Strages, and Strages cleaved it off with his greatsword. Cinder shot a ball of fire that burst against Strages’ breastplate, sending him staggering backward.

“I hoped this wouldn’t happen,” Yeriel said. “But it has, and now it’s too late to turn back. Two shards are destroyed already. Cinder will destroy hers any moment.” She shook the shard at Rhiannon again. “Do it, Rhiannon! Ask me!”

“But the hunger,” Rhiannon said, “you won’t be able to control it!”

“One day, Enwe’s curse will compel me to act. But I learned long ago how to resist the urge to kill. We’ll find another way forward. A better one. One that keeps Faedryn imprisoned! Please, Rhiannon.”

Beyond the arch, dragons swirled and fought in mid-air. Yarina was struggling onto a brass dragon with the help of a praetorian guardsman. The other quintarchs were retreating behind a citadel. Lorelei, Rylan, and the big guardsman had scattered as well. Ember flew above Strages, lashing him with darkness. Cinder flung fire at him from just out of sword range. Strages swung his sword, and a curving line rippled through the air toward her. Cinder winked out like a silver dragon. When she reappeared near the quintarchs, her side was gashed open, exposing pink flesh, gleaming white rib bones, viscera beyond.

Strages lowered his sword, put his hands on his knees, and breathed raggedly.

Ember streaked down and kicked him to the ground. Strages swung his sword, but Ember caught his wrist, turning Strages’ wrist black.

Yeriel gripped Rhiannon’s arm and shook her. “Please, Rhiannon!”

“Swear to me you can resist the hunger.”

“I do swear it. I could before the Ruining. I’ve gotten better since.”

The skin around Strages’ wrist turned a deeper black as Ember held it.

Rhiannon felt like she was about to make a terrible mistake, but she saw no other way. She took Yeriel’s shard and offered it back. “Destroy it. Destroy the shard and fight.”

Yeriel wrapped both hands around the shard and gripped it. Her hair writhed wildly. Her knuckles turned white. She moaned, then screamed and threw her head back. The shard burst into a field of sudden stars. When Rhiannon could see again, Yeriel was shivering and staring at her hands. Then she peered through the arch at Strages and Ember.

The veil opened and the roar of battle blasted through. So many dragons were swirling and shrieking in the air that Rhiannon wondered how they even knew who they were fighting.

Yeriel shrieked and blurred toward Ember. Ember scrabbled away from Strages and Yeriel drove him back with a lowered shoulder.

Cinder gathered fire in her palm, staggered forward, and flung it at Yeriel. Yeriel swung Ember by the horns into the path of the fireball and it burst against his back. As Ember cried out in pain, Yeriel slammed him against the arch so hard rubble and dust rained down on them.

Ember lunged for Yeriel’s throat, but Yeriel snatched his wrists and head-butted him between the eyes. Ember stumbled dizzily, and Yeriel pushed him against a column of the arch. Then she raised her hand and pressed her fingers together. Her hand, fist, and forearm turned white as bone, her fingers sharp as a blade, and she drove them like a spear through Ember’s chest and into the stone blocks behind him.

Blood burst from the wound. Ember coughed a gout of blood, spattering Yeriel’s pale face. His eyes went wide, and Yeriel slammed him to the ground and stood over him.

“No!” Cinder raged, still holding her guts in.

A ball of yellow light rose from Ember’s bloody mouth and hovered in the air. All around them, even in the sky, the battle paused, and everyone stared at Yeriel and the ball of light.

Yeriel leaned forward, opened her mouth, and swallowed it. She threw her head back and screamed, and Rhiannon felt something invisible strike her chest. She staggered backward. Others did, too. Yeriel turned toward Cinder, wide-eyed and grinning. Cinder, still clutching her terrible wound, stared at Quintarch Yarina on her brass dragon.

“Fly, fly!” Yarina cried.

The praetorian snapped the reins. The brass rose up and launched into the air with an ear-piercing screech. The paragon Cinder held her free hand up, and the bark of a nearby citadel exploded outward. The dragon tried to fly away, but it was too late. Chips of bark swept like a cyclone around Yarina and burst into flame. Yarina tumbled from the saddle.

“Quintarch!” the praetorian cried.

Yarina slammed onto the stone courtyard, and a shard of the Heartstone bounced away from her. Cinder blurred as she moved to it. Yeriel whipped a writhing, buzzing line of indigo light toward Cinder, but Cinder picked the shard up and blurred again, and the buzzing light cut into the courtyard stones with a whip-crack sound.

As chips of stone exploded through the air, Cinder flew up into the trees.

Yeriel, breathing hard, only watched, then she turned to face Strages. She approached him with slow steps, looking pained. No, not pained, Rhiannon realized. Hungry.

Strages pushed himself onto his knees. His eyeless helm tilted up. “Go ahead, if that’s your wish.”

Yeriel had tears in her bloodshot eyes as she stared down at him. She raised her hand.

“No!” Rhiannon ran toward her, waving her arms wildly. “Stop it! You promised!”

Everyone stared at her. Yeriel blinked hard.

“You swore to me you knew how to control it,” Rhiannon shouted.

Yeriel cringed as if in pain. “Yes, but it’s stronger than before.”

Rhiannon was breathing so fast she was getting lightheaded. “I won’t let you do it.” She jumped between Yeriel and Strages. She knew full well what Yeriel could do to her, but she couldn’t stand by and do nothing. She only prayed Yeriel would see what she was doing and stop.

But Yeriel seemed enraged by Rhiannon’s defiance. Then her lilac eyes went wide and she stared beyond Rhiannon. Nyphaea pounded over across the courtyard. She towered over Rhiannon and roared at Yeriel, and for the first time, Rhiannon felt her. She was terrified and angry and, above all, protective.

Nyphaea beat her wings and sprayed a white mist into the air. Flakes of ice and snow landed on Rhiannon, Strages, and Yeriel. It was cold as deepest winter, but it felt good, like fresh snowfall bringing peace to the forest, even if only for a little while.

Yeriel took a step back and stared soberly at Rhiannon. She worked her jaw, shook her head, then raised her arms and disappeared into a white cloud of mist. The cloud flew through the forest and faded away.
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Rhiannon watched Yeriel’s white cloud speed through the trees. Terrible things would have happened had Yeriel remained, yet Rhiannon felt lost without the paragon.

When the cloud was gone, Rhiannon turned toward Strages and found him unconscious. She was just preparing to check on him when she heard roaring and the whump of dragon wings growing quickly louder. She looked up and spotted a gold dragon locked in combat with an auburn, rushing down toward her. She sprinted away and launched herself headlong. The gold dragon, limp, slammed onto the courtyard behind her.

Its head rushed at her. Something hooked Rhiannon’s waist and yanked her backward. The gold’s great, horned head smashed the stones, narrowly missing her. Nyphaea loomed above Rhiannon and bellowed at the auburn, which was twisting on its wing joints to face Nyphaea.

The scales and horns on the right side of the auburn’s head were blackened horribly. It roared at Nyphaea. Nyphaea screeched, beat her wings, and blasted a plume of white breath. The auburn launched skyward, tearing an ungodly amount of flesh from the gold’s belly with its rear talons, and flew away. The gold’s body jerked and lay unmoving.

Nyphaea stepped away from Rhiannon, and Rhiannon regained her feet. “Thank you, girl.”

Nyphaea huffed and scanned the trees overhead.

Screeches and roars and clashing steel came from all around. Thirty paces from the courtyard’s edge, Lorelei used rapier and poniard to defend against a praetorian guardsman. Rylan was there, too, trading blows with a second praetorian. Azariah lay beyond them, eyes closed, a crossbow bolt sticking out of his chest.

Rhiannon couldn’t help Strages just then, but she could help Lorelei and Rylan. She took a javelin from Nyphaea’s quiver and headed toward them. “Come on, Nyphaea! My friends need help.”

Rhiannon expected Nyphaea to resist, but the ivory lumbered after her with a growl. Rhiannon rushed toward Lorelei and Rylan. Dragons roared and blurred overhead. Soldiers shouted. Weapons rang. Screams of pain made Rhiannon sick to her stomach.

Rhiannon focused on the men Lorelei and Rylan were fighting. “Give them a warning!” she shouted over her shoulder. “Just a warning! Don’t hurt them!”

Nyphaea launched with a whoomp, landed, and slammed her tail between Lorelei and the praetorian. Lorelei yelped and jumped back. The praetorian shouted and tripped as he backed away. Nyphaea lowered her head and grunted at him, white mist trailing between her teeth, and the praetorian stood and ran away.

“To me, Galdris!” he yelled.

The other praetorian glared at Rylan, then Nyphaea, then he pounded away too and joined his comrade.

Lorelei had a cut on one shoulder, Rylan a nasty bruise on his forehead and blood in other places, too. “Are you all right?” Rhiannon asked.

Lorelei, breathing hard, nodded. “We’re well enough.”

Rylan knelt beside Azariah, felt his neck, and looked up to Lorelei. “His pulse is steady. If we can find a healer, he may yet live.”

Around them and overhead, the battle raged. The Seven were scattered. Countless umbral dragons were engaged with the empire’s legions. But Lorelei was staring hard at Strages. Her demeanor, like she’d just witnessed her own death, was beginning to leech into Rhiannon.

“What’s wrong?” Rhiannon asked.

Lorelei opened her mouth, but for long moments, no words came out. “Ember is dead. Cinder is wounded but left with her shard. Strages is free of his shard and who knows if he’ll live? Yeriel, also freed from her shard, is gone, leaving Gonsalond all but unprotected.” She paced over the patchy snow. “Three stones are destroyed. A fourth may soon follow. If we’re right about parts of Faedryn’s soul being trapped in the Heartstone shards, some of them have been released. He’s stronger now. He must be.”

Rylan stood from Azariah’s side and joined them. “This is what he hoped would happen when he had Kalden deliver Strages’ shard to Llorn.”

“I think so, yes,” Lorelei said, “and why he forced the illustrae to awaken Cinder and Ember. Why he tricked the quintarchs into assaulting the veil. He wanted a confrontation that could lead to some of the shards, maybe all of them, being destroyed.”

Rhiannon felt stunned. “Because it would make him stronger…” It all seemed so crystal clear now. She spun to face the archway. “Because it would act as a distraction!”

Bothymus glided down and landed nearby, and Lorelei rushed toward him. “We have to get back to Gonsalond.” She climbed into the saddle. “Right now.”

Vedron soared in and landed next to Rylan.

“Rylan, wait.” Lorelei gathered Bothymus’ reins. “You have to stay here. Help Azariah if you can, but we have to let Skylar know what’s happening.”

Rylan, a hand already on Vedron’s harness, went still. “Couldn’t Rhiannon stay…”

“No, Rylan. I need her in Gonsalond.”

Rylan scanned the trees, then huffed noisily. “All right.” He rushed to Lorelei and kissed her. “But please be careful.”

Lorelei blinked, seeming momentarily stunned. Then she smiled. “I will.”

Rylan rushed to Vedron’s flank and rummaged through her saddlebags, took out a leather satchel, and sprinted back to Azariah. He tugged the mouth of the satchel open and took out a roll of bandages. “I’ll follow you as soon as I can.”

Rhiannon turned toward Nyphaea, ready to ask permission to ride her, only to realize the ivory had already lowered her chest to the ground. The ivory remained still as Rhiannon climbed into the saddle and took up her reins. “Thank you, girl.”

Bothymus launched and swooped toward the arch. Rhiannon gripped the reins, and Nyphaea followed closely behind. They winged through the warmth-stealing portal and soared through the forest. Every mile was excruciating. Rhiannon prayed they were wrong about Faedryn, but it felt like they were already too late.

She spotted the Umbral Tree, then Gonsalond’s eyrie. But she saw no one along the decks or the walkways. She saw no dragons, either.

“Oh, gods,” Lorelei said.

Rhiannon had been so busy looking up she hadn’t spotted the streaks of red near the vyrd. There were dead bodies, too, at least a dozen of them. They made a trail of sorts that led away from the vyrd.

Rhiannon adjusted Nyphaea’s heading, and she landed next to the vyrd. Bothymus whoomped down beside her. Rhiannon and Lorelei dismounted, and Lorelei drew her rapier. Rhiannon approached one of the bodies and gasped. It was Ava, the musician. She held a knife in one hand but she was dead, her throat slit cleanly. The others were dead, too, and had ghastly cuts to their throats, chests, or stomachs.

“I don’t understand,” Rhiannon said. “Who would have done this?”

“I don’t know,” Lorelei said, “but we can’t stop now.”

Rhiannon knew she was right. They followed the trail of bodies, and Rhiannon prayed that Ava’s daughter Erin wasn’t among them. The trail stopped at an opening in a citadel and a set of stairs leading down. Rhiannon shouldn’t have been relieved to have found only grownups among the dead, but she was.

She was headed for the opening when she spotted spindly legs and a pair of leather shoes sticking out from a laurel bush. “Oh, no…” Rhiannon strode forward and saw a green dress, a mop of kinky brown hair. She couldn’t bear to go further. A man, hidden from view earlier, lay unmoving beyond the citadel, face-down in the dirt. Rhiannon didn’t have to see their faces to know Erin and her entire family were gone.

It made Rhiannon feel lost, a bit hopeless, but also angry. Very angry.

She took out her locket and sniffed more powder than she’d ever taken before. It felt like her insides were on fire, but she didn’t care. She held aura and umbra in check and returned to the opening in the citadel. “Come on.”

Lorelei followed without a word.

They went down to the underroot and ran along the winding tunnels. Brown roots turned black, and Rhiannon heard arcane chanting coming from ahead. They rounded a bend, and Rhiannon pointed to a rune-carved stone archway.

Lorelei nodded, and they crept silently forward.

They reached the archway. Inside it lay Brelleg, the handsome warden Rhiannon met on her first day in Gonsalond. Two other guards lay nearby. By some miracle, Brelleg was still breathing, but he was unconscious and had a knife sticking out of his gut. The other two were dead.

In the center of the cavern, a woman with black hair and a sword at her side stood with her back to the arch. Her green coat and brown trousers were covered in blood. She was chanting, arms raised, while staring up at the knot of roots. Faedryn was still trapped inside. They’d arrived in time.

Lorelei stepped cautiously forward, her sword at the ready. “Willow?”

All Rhiannon knew about Willow Lyndenfell was that she was Marstan’s daughter, that she’d been vying for the imperator’s seat, and that she’d disappeared sometime around the burning of Glaeyand’s vyrd.

The chanting continued, and Lorelei stepped closer to Willow. “Willow, please stop what you’re doing.”

The chanting ceased. Willow turned to face them, and Rhiannon gasped. Purple lines ran from beneath her shirt and trailed up her neck in rivulets. The lines continued along her cheeks. They darkened the pits of her eyes. Her eyes were blood red. Her irises glowed purple. She took in Lorelei from head to toe, then shifted her gaze to Rhiannon and smiled.

“You’ve returned,” Willow said, and when she spoke, so did Faedryn overhead.

A cold shiver ran down Rhiannon’s frame hearing it. She didn’t know what was happening and needed to buy time to figure it out. “Yes,” she said to Willow with a glance toward Faedryn. “We made a bargain not long ago. I still owe you answers.”

“Ah, yes.” Willow seemed amused, which made Rhiannon worry they’d arrived too late. “You promised to tell me what Yeriel and Strages had in store for me.”

“That’s right.” Rhiannon cast her gaze about the cavern, hoping to find clues as to what Willow had come there to do. Beyond the dead guards and the eerie way Willow was speaking for Faedryn, she found nothing of note. “I lied,” she finally said. “They never said they were going to devour you. They were trying to find ways to prevent it from happening.”

A lock of Willow’s hair fell from her scalp like it had been cut by scissors. Willow seemed not to notice it. “As I thought.”

“What’s happening?” Lorelei asked, her voice strained.

Rhiannon had no idea. She took a step closer to Willow and said, “If you knew, why did you tell me those things?”

“Because seeds were planted that day. Though but a small part of the garden I was growing, they were essential.” Above, Faedryn’s mouth had stopped moving in time with Willow’s. “I needed you to distrust Yeriel. I needed you to fear what could happen should the shards be destroyed. How else to ensure your rush to the veil when I needed it most?”

Rhiannon hardly heard the words. Willow’s face seemed broader than moments ago, her nose more elongated. Another lock of hair fell to the stones at Willow’s feet, while, overhead, Faedryn’s patchy scalp was starting to fill in.

“Oh, gods!” Rhiannon had been biding for time, but Faedryn had been, too. “Lorelei, they’re trading place—”

“I know!” Lorelei took a half step closer to Willow and lifted her sword. “Willow, if you can hear me, I need you to tell me so. Please!”

Willow craned her neck. Her shoulders broadened. Her face was looking more and more like Faedryn’s by the moment. Then the transformation seemed complete, and Faedryn, standing in Willow’s place, swayed.

Lorelei lunged and swung her rapier at his neck. Faedryn ducked beneath her swing and drew Willow’s sword. They engaged. Faedryn seemed feeble and clumsy, yet he managed to block or dodge each of Lorelei’s swings.

Rhiannon focused her aura and sent an arc of golden light at Faedryn. Faedryn raised a hand and grunted as the bolt exploded two feet from his palms and sprayed outward in a burst of sparks. Rhiannon tried again, but it too crashed against the arcane shield.

Lorelei swung as a third bolt of light splashed brightly, then altered her swing, lunged, and drove the tip of her sword into Faedryn’s chest.

Faedryn growled in pain and staggered back. The cavern floor trembled with a landslide sound. The floor bucked wildly, stones rattling. Lorelei fell to one knee. Rhiannon tried to balance herself, but the effect grew stronger, and she fell onto her rump.

Faedryn, chest bleeding, towered over Lorelei, his sword raised high. Something blurred through the air above Rhiannon. A crossbow bolt thudded into Faedryn’s shoulder, and he cried out and dropped the sword.

Rhiannon craned her neck and looked back at the arched entryway. Hellebore was leaning against the wall near Brelleg, holding a crossbow. She laid the tip down, stuck one foot in the stirrup, and cocked the string. “You’re staying here, trickster!”

Faedryn gripped the crossbow bolt and ripped it free. He balled his opposite hand into a fist, and black roots grew from the gaps in the floor stones.

“No!” Lorelei cried. “Not again!” She made it to her feet and staggered toward Faedryn, but the roots wrapped her ankles and tripped her. She swung at Faedryn as she fell, but Faedryn skipped backward, avoiding the blow.

Hellebore placed another bolt in the crossbow’s channel and lifted the weapon, but the roots had slithered up her body. They cinched tight, preventing her from taking aim. Then they pulled her down to the stones.

Rhiannon managed to stand, but the roots were moving so fast! They wriggled around her legs. Wrapped her knees and hips. Where they touched, her skin tingled like poison setting in. Rhiannon lifted her arms. She had time for one last spell before she was trapped, but Faedryn had blocked the others. As the roots continued to slither, her sense of the Umbral Tree deepened. She felt its pain, as she had since arriving in Gonsalond. Willow Lyndenfell, her eyes closed, was now trapped in the roots overhead. Faedryn had managed to fool the tree by replacing himself with her, but what if Rhiannon could make it aware of what he’d done?

The looking glass spell… If she could twist it and use it on the tree, she could reveal Faedryn’s deception.

As the roots wrapped her waist, chest, and neck, she closed her eyes and reached out to the Umbral Tree. “Sgàthan cian al nochd,” she chanted. “Sgàthan cian al nochd.”

Faedryn, grimacing, crouched and picked up his fallen sword. He trudged over the roots toward Rhiannon. “Silence!”

Rhiannon chanted louder, “Sgàthan cian al nochd! Sgàthan cian al nochd!”

Faedryn lifted the sword high. “Be silent!”

Willow’s eyes shot open. She stared down at Faedryn and screamed.

Faedryn looked up. The roots around Willow began to unwrap. Still screaming, Willow pulled an arm free and pointed at Faedryn.

The roots around Rhiannon stilled. Those around Faedryn’s feet licked at his boots, his bloody trousers. More rose up all around and swayed toward him.

“No!” Faedryn cried. He swiped with his sword, freeing himself, then ran toward the arch and freedom.

Rhiannon urged the roots to grow faster, but Faedryn moved swiftly and hacked with his sword when caught. He neared the arch, and Hellebore lunged at him, but she was still partially trapped, and Faedryn staggered past her. After hacking more roots around his ankles, he was gone, and Willow’s hair-raising screams ceased.

Then the only sound was the ragged breath of the women in the cavern, the rustling of the roots, and the dwindling sound of Faedryn’s retreat.
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SIXTY-SIX: MORRAINE

Morraine climbed down slowly from Achillea’s saddle. Her bones ached. Her muscles felt afire. The dark sun loomed above the marsh like a slice of rotted fruit. The night was unseasonably warm, and the swamp water stunk like disease.

The void in her gut was worse than it had ever been. Her limbs quavered like a newborn’s. She needed to feast soon lest she collapse and sink into the marsh. She’d seen a farmstead a few miles back, but it would take too much effort to go back and it might be empty anyhow.

She spotted a glinting streak of indigo on a wide blade of grass. She crept closer, touched it, and licked her fingertip. Her tongue buzzed. Beyond it lay another glowing stain, then another – the trail of blood she had been following for the better part of the night.

An owl screeched in the distance. Morraine stumbled along faster across the grassy tufts. She’d watched the battle through her looking glass. Ember was dead and consumed by Yeriel. Yeriel was gone. Strages had been taken to Gonsalond, and the quintarchs and Red Knives had gone their separate ways. But none of it had affected her plans to become a paragon herself.

She scanned the marsh, the trees, the sky. She was alone. She snaked her way along high ground to avoid the pools of water to a stand of pampas grass well taller than she and stopped when she saw a faint white glow. She crouched, though her knees throbbed with pain, and parted some stalks of grass. Cinder was standing there, bleeding from her side, holding her glowing shard.

Cinder gasped and tried to run, but Morraine grabbed her foot, tripped her, and dragged her onto open ground.

“Things didn’t go as planned, hmm?” Morraine cackled. She sat, straddling Cinder’s hips. “Not for you. Not for your brother. Now seven remain, but you’re too weak to continue.” Morraine grasped the crystal and tried to pull it away. Cinder fought her for it, but could barely even hold on. Morraine yanked it away and laughed in the paragon’s face.

“You have no idea what you’re doing,” Cinder whispered. “My life is a curse.”

“In case you haven’t noticed,” Morraine said, “I’m already cursed.” She sat upright and held the shard out. “Take it.”

Cinder shook her head.

“Take it,” Morraine screamed, “and free yourself from its curse.”

When Cinder still refused, Morraine wondered if she’d erred, or if Strages had lied to her. “Break it and rest in peace.”

Cinder extended her trembling hand and took the shard with both hands. Morraine held her breath. And the shard erupted like a supernova.

Fragments pierced Morraine’s skin. She reveled in the pain and all it meant.

“A part of Faedryn’s soul is now freed,” she said. “And a part of Alra’s.”

“You can’t beat them. They’re too powerful.”

Morraine dug her thumbnails into Cinder’s neck. “I suppose we shall see, in the end, just how powerful they are.” Blood spurted from the paragon’s throat, spilled over Morraine’s hands and wrists, and spattered Morraine’s lips and face. She licked it, then bent down and drank the blood from the wound.

Power rushed through her veins, and she screamed. But it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough.

When Cinder’s blood stopped flowing, a light began to glow in her mouth. Morraine leaned over and, staring into Cinder’s glassy eyes, swallowed the light. She’d consumed a hundred souls to stave off death since Llorn had raised her, but this was different. A vitality filled her, a power begging for release.

Curiously, she felt the forest more keenly than she ever had. She felt a part of it herself, one citadel among countless others. The feeling was so strong she scanned the monoliths around her and wondered at the nature of Enwe’s game. Then she set those worries aside. The game’s nature didn’t matter. Mere days ago, she’d been focused on driving the empire from the Holt. It was a dream she and Llorn had been working to make a reality for so long, she knew little else. Now, scratching and clawing to survive, fighting to gain some small edge over the imperator and the quintarchs, felt inconsequential. She stood among the gods now – hells, she was a god – and she hadn’t entered the game to lose.

Achillea lumbered close, Morraine climbed into the saddle, and they flew up and into the night.
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EPILOGUE: LORELEI

Lorelei stood at the foot of a new pier that smelled of freshly cut wood, looking up at the floating islands that had once been central Ancris hovering over the bowl-shaped crater created by the geoflare. Around the crater were small neighborhoods and districts that had not been destroyed in the Sundering. Winter was giving way to spring, and while it was still chilly in the mountains, the sky was clear, the wind low, and the bright sun warm on Lorelei’s skin.

Behind her, Regent Street was bustling. Once fallen into disrepair, the boulevard had become one of Ancris’s busiest marketplaces. It was packed with food stalls, artisans selling wares, children giggling and playing games. She took a moment to simply listen to the conversations and laughter, to the hawking and haggling. She was despondent when Ancris was destroyed and thought it would never recover, but the city was beginning to heal.

Aside from its rebuilding, the geoflare had drawn alchemysts from all across the empire and beyond – hundreds of them, their assistants, and sometimes their families. They came to study the geoflare, of course, but brought a good deal of coin and knowledge with them. Many more people came merely to see the floating islands and massive crater. Taverns and hostels overflowed. More were built and those filled, too. Regent Street in particular had become a popular route for travelers and tour groups. Lorelei turned to watch one such group approach.

A buxom woman with a sonorous voice leading a group of about twenty tourists of all ages stopped in the street to tell them about the palisade stones and how they’d built up aura in the very stone beneath their feet.

“Lorelei!”

Rylan, holding a pair of steaming kebabs, dodged a wheelbarrow teeming with parsnips and onions. Creed towered above the crowd behind with two kebabs of his own.

Rylan held out a dripping kebab to Lorelei. “It’s delicious, and Creed says it’s authentic.”

Lorelei took the skewer. “It’s chicken, though, not fish…”

“We have chickens in Tragos, Lorelei,” Creed said. “I know the seller’s family.” He bit off a charred onion and chewed. “I went to his cousin’s wedding, if you can believe it.”

Lorelei took a bite of chicken. It tasted of lemon, garlic, and rosemary, and was indeed delicious.

Creed glanced up. “Ah, there he is.”

An island was floating down toward them. It was roughly the size of a river barge. Ash was standing at a wooden panel with brass levers at its edge. He cranked a large brass wheel and the island rotated, descended level with the pier, and thudded against its thick leather pads. The island’s surface was a curious combination of old, cracked cobbles and spotless brass railing. Ash unhooked a chain between two brass posts and bowed. “All aboard!”

“You told me about it,” Lorelei said, “but I didn’t quite believe it until now. It’s amazing, Ash. Truly.” She and Rylan stepped onto the cobbles.

Creed held a kebab out to Ash.

Ash squeezed Creed’s bulging bicep and whispered, “You know I don’t like chicken.”

Creed shrugged, took a bite, and spoke around his chewing, “More for me.”

Rylan goggled at the wooden cabinet with the levers and dials. “How does it work?”

Ash hooked the chain back and resumed his place at the conductor’s station. He pulled on two levers simultaneously, and the floating island rose up and away from the pier. Then he cranked the brass wheel, and the island began to rotate. “It’s complicated, but the heart of it is an auric engine, a set of three cores brimming with auris, and specialized indurium dampers.”

He went on to describe the early experiments with a floating punt that had led to a larger raft and, eventually, Quintarch Lucran’s approval of a more advanced installation, but Lorelei listened with only half an ear. She was too entranced by the sight of the city dwindling below her. She stood at the brass railing and waved to a girl in pigtails who was staring up from behind her mother’s coat. The girl waved back, and Lorelei smiled, then lost sight of her as the ferry turned around.

Up they went through the floating isles, some small as barrow mounds, others large as castles. They skirted a cloud of debris and rose past Highreach on Mount Blackthorn, then went higher still. Eventually they came to one of the larger islands and thudded against its newly built pier. Ahead lay a street that sent pangs of nostalgia running through Lorelei. The Bent Tulip still stood there, looking the same as it ever did.

Their last meeting at The Bent Tulip had been a week after the Sundering. The proprietors, Eustice and Eladora, hadn’t been there, but now they stood out front in their yellow, frilled dresses.

Eladora smiled as they approached the tavern. “Welcome, my lovelies, welcome.”

Eustice, Eladora’s normally taciturn sister, stood beside her, grinning as well. And why not? They were hosting a meeting at the behest of Skylar, the likely successor to Quintarch Lucran. But more than that, Ash’s invention was likely to revitalize business they’d once thought lost forever.

The two sisters led them inside. Skylar, Rhiannon, Kellen, and Azariah were sitting at a long table. Everyone exchanged smiles save Azariah, who nodded, and they ordered drinks. Creed and Rylan chose Trinustine stout. Lorelei and Skylar had aged syris. Kellen had a rosé, Azariah a brandy. Rhiannon had pine milk, which seemed to spark no small amount of amusement in Eladora.

“We’ll leave you to it,” Eladora said, beaming, and she and Eustice headed back to the kitchen.

Left at the table were the people who might very well become Skylar’s privy council.

“First things first.” Skylar stood and raised her glass. “To Ancris, long may she prosper.”

“To Ancris,” everyone else said, including Rylan and Rhiannon.

They all took a drink, and Skylar sat. “It might be best,” she said, “to start by talking about the meeting Rylan and I had with Willow before she left for Glaeyand.”

Willow had joined Lorelei and Rhiannon in Ancris after the ordeal in Gonsalond a week ago. Though weakened by the experience of being enslaved to Faedryn, she’d recovered quickly once Ash and Azariah had removed the gray stone from her chest.

“Hold on,” Ash said. “What about the meeting with your mother?”

Skylar was supposed to have met with Tyrinia that morning to talk about Skylar being installed in her father’s place. Several powerful senators had banded together to put Augustine Thiodanni on the throne instead of Skylar, but Tyrinia had scheduled tea with Augustine to discuss how he and his allies would benefit from backing Skylar. Despite her faults, Tyrinia was a powerful woman with powerful friends. She could make the senators’ lives miserable or profitable, depending…

“I don’t want to jinx it,” she said, “but it looks like I will indeed wear my father’s crown.”

“Huzzah!” Ash cheered.

“Stop it!” Skylar said. “We’ll celebrate if and when, not here and now.”

Everyone lowered their glasses except Ash, who drank anyway, huzzahed again, and winked at Skylar.

“Now,” Skylar said, “Willow…”

Rylan nodded. “The scouts she sent have returned. As we suspected, the quintarchs’ forces have regrouped in Andalingr. It seems to be their base of operations.”

Kellen scratched his silvery hair. “They still mean to invade Gonsalond, then?”

Faedryn had escaped Gonsalond and his whereabouts were unknown, but Strages had moved to the Veiled City in hopes that Yeriel would return. The quintarchs didn’t much like it. They wanted Strages brought to heel. Yeriel, too. And if they could one day capture Faedryn, they hoped to put him back in his prison. Lorelei had her doubts Faedryn would ever be captured again. He may be weakened after centuries in his prison, but he was free. He’d bide his time and strike when the other paragons were weakest.

“The quintarchs want Gonsalond, yes,” Rylan said, “but with both of their paragons gone, they have little hope of success.”

“Until they raise the remaining two,” Kellen said.

“Right,” Skylar said. “Last night I received word that Quintarch Marle hosted the team of alchemysts who freed Cinder and Ember. I think he plans to awaken Izrahim.”

“And Drynon?” Kellen asked. “Does he plan to awaken Rai’al?”

“We don’t know yet. He alone may be willing to talk to us, perhaps even side with us, which is why I’ve asked Rylan to go to Lyros with an offer for the two of us to meet in secret. If we can get him away from Ignatius, I think he’ll agree.”

Creed spun his mug on the table. “Are the quintarchs as a whole still refusing to parley?”

“Yes,” Azariah boomed. “That may change once the senate ratifies our next quintarch, but even then, the illustrae are set in their ways, and the quintarchs trust them more than us. They may still refuse.”

Lorelei had hoped for better news. “Even if Drynon sides with us, that still pits us against three quintarchs.”

“True,” Skylar said, “but it’s a start, and it’s but one of many efforts. Japheth has been freed of Faedryn’s influence.”

“So he says,” Creed countered.

“I believe him.” She touched Azariah’s shoulder. “Azariah does, too. In fact, all of the illustrae reported an awakening at the exact time Faedryn escaped his prison. They know what Faedryn did, and they’re eager to stop him. The greater concern now is the quintarchs. Yarina suffered terrible injuries in her fall. She’s furious and is whipping up support against us. Marle is a close ally to Praecia and is siding with her. Zabrienne seems ready to join them as well.”

“It will put a lot of pressure on Drynon,” Lorelei added.

Skylar nodded. “Exactly, which makes my talk with him even more important. In the meantime, Strages rules in Gonsalond. Yeriel and Faedryn are gone. And it appears there’s a new player in the game.”

“What do you mean?” Lorelei asked.

Skylar motioned to Azariah.

“Two days after the battle at the arch,” he said, “Cinder was found dead.”

“Yeriel, maybe?” Rylan asked.

“It’s possible,” Azariah said, “but an undead dragon was spotted in the area. Morraine has likely killed a paragon.”

Everyone was silent for a moment, then Creed asked, “What does Llorn say about it?”

“I don’t know yet,” Skylar said. “Rylan, I’m hoping you can speak to him and Blythe when you get back from Lyros.”

Rylan glanced at Lorelei, then nodded to Skylar. “Certainly.”

Rylan had a lot on his shoulders. Lorelei supposed they were all in danger, but Skylar was asking a lot from him.

“I hope you’ll forgive me,” Skylar went on, “but I’m also hoping you can leave tonight.”

Rylan seemed to try out several replies before settling on, “Of course, Princess.”

They lapsed into a momentary silence. Everyone seemed to expect someone else to speak. At last Skylar said, “You have Ancris’s thanks. We must know where we stand with the quintarchs and the Knives as soon as possible. Now, let’s move on to Yeriel. Rhiannon, what can you tell us?”

Lorelei was having trouble paying attention. She’d hoped to spend a few days with Rylan; now he’d have to leave almost immediately. She nearly asked Skylar if she could go with him, but everyone was intensely focused on Rhiannon.

“Maladox and I are heading to the Deepwood,” she said, “to look for Yeriel. With any luck, we’ll find her and she can help us navigate our real troubles.”

“Which are?” Creed asked.

“The great game,” Rhiannon said. “Enwe’s legacy. We have to know what happened before the Ruining and why Enwe started the game in the first place.”

Lorelei tried to stop thinking about Rylan and re-invested herself in the conversation. “We have to know what happens if someone wins.”

“Precisely,” Skylar said. She motioned to Kellen. “Which is why I’d like you to help Kellen in his research – when you have the time, of course.”

Last night, Skylar had asked Lorelei and Creed to return to their duties as inquisitors. “The city’s a mess,” she’d said. “Ancris needs you. Praefectus Damika needs you.”

It had felt a terrible blow. It still felt that way. Chasing petty crime felt inconsequential after all she and Creed had been through, but Skylar couldn’t let Ancris fall apart – she’d have an uprising on her hands – and Lorelei had a part to play in that. “I’m sure I’ll have plenty of time to look through Kellen’s dusty old tomes,” she said.

Kellen mimed stabbing himself in the chest. “You wound me, dearest Lorelei!”

Everyone laughed, and Skylar mouthed “Thank you” to Lorelei.

“Now,” Skylar declared, “let’s eat and enjoy our victory, for who knows what the morrow brings?”

They raised their glasses, and Creed intoned, “Through lashing wind and crashing wave, we sail without lament.”

Ash lit up. “For the fury of storm and wind and wave will one day soon be spent.”

They roared in unison and drank.

They talked over a fresh round of drinks, and Lorelei’s worries eased somewhat. They’d won a victory of sorts in the Holt. Now was the time to celebrate and remember what they were fighting for. Eustice and Eladora served them a lamb stew with thick-crusted bread slathered in butter, an old favorite of The Bent Tulip regulars. They had pear tartlets and sherry for dessert. They traded stories, not just of the battle, but of their youths. It made Lorelei long for simpler times and also made her realize time was slipping away.

“Ash,” she said when their dessert plates had been cleared, “would you mind taking me and Rylan back down?”

Ash looked at Skylar, and she nodded vigorously.

“Right.” Ash stood and gave Creed’s wrist a quick squeeze. “I’ll be back shortly.”

As Ash headed toward the door, Rylan stood and joined Lorelei without complaint. There might have been a pleased twinkle in his eye, maybe even a bit of relief, but she couldn’t be sure. Soon the three of them were back in the crisp mountain air and floating silently down toward Regent Street. Lorelei didn’t offer where they were headed, and Rylan didn’t ask. He seemed focused on the city and the islands they passed more than anything else.

Ash guided them to the pier, and the floating island ferry took them back down to Ancris. When Lorelei and Rylan disembarked, he blew a kiss to them both. “Take care.” Then the ferry rose and headed back toward The Bent Tulip.

Lorelei wanted to talk, to get everything out in the open, but she wasn’t quite sure where to begin. She felt like she was about to make a fool of herself, like she had in The Broken Antler.

“You wanted to show me something?”

“Yes,” she said. “You know my mother.”

“I do,” he said, and waited.

She led him down Regent Street toward a well, just before the market square, which was still bustling. “My father, before he was an inquisitor, was a constable and this was his beat. I remember him telling me he had to rescue a man from that well. The man was desperate and had tried to hide in it.”

“He slipped and fell?”

“Worse. He held onto the rope and bucket, but the winch gave and down he went, knocked himself unconscious and my da had to dive in to save him from drowning.”

Rylan took her hand and squeezed it. “Brave man.”

“That he was.” Lorelei squeezed his hand back and led him around a gaggle of laughing children. “That he was.”
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