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PROLOGUE


172nd Year of the People’s Age, Turandel


ASTRID WOVE IN AND out of the shadows of Turandel’s tower-houses silently. It was past midnight, and the Fingers—the five main streets of Turandel—were dark and quiet. Her eyes smoldered, and not just with her normal vampiric green glow.


She was out for vengeance.


Trave waited for her in an alley near Olin Cabral’s tower-house, one eye glowing red, the other covered by a crude gray eyepatch. Astrid approached the vampire cautiously. Astrid had not seen Trave since he had helped her escape Cabral’s cruelty months before. Despite his help then, she did not trust him. Not after all he had done.


But his proposal of revenge, of taking down Cabral’s Fangs and releasing his slaves, was too tempting to pass up. She had been traveling south with the Odenites anyway—the new Church of Canta, as they called themselves now—and had figured she might as well see if Trave meant business.


The moment she saw him in the alleyway, jaw set, his eye glowing an angry red, she knew he did. And, behind his eye, the same obscure emotion she had noticed months ago. Fear, and… something else. She could not quite tell what.


“We’re really going to do this, then?” she said without preamble.


“Cabral is not here. It should be easy enough.”




Astrid stopped. “What do you mean Cabral isn’t here? What is the point of this attack if we don’t kill Cabral?” She couldn’t believe he hadn’t told her this. Of course, it’d be difficult to convey such news via messenger—Astrid hadn’t exactly been stationary the past few weeks. Still.


“You really think the two of us could take on Cabral? Let alone with all of his Fangs?”


Astrid danced with impatience on the cobbled road. “We might,” she said, knowing it wasn’t true. Cabral had been a vampire longer than Astrid and Trave combined. He was not a simple foe.


Trave grunted. “I’ll get us in. The Fangs are probably half-drunk by now.”


Astrid followed him into the night.


* * *


Trave led the way into Olin Cabral’s tower-house, using a jagged iron key to open the immense black double doors.


“Austere as ever, our Cabral,” Astrid whispered as she observed the plain stone walls and flooring. Nary a rug, painting, or tapestry to be seen.


“Makes for easy upkeep, if nothing else,” Trave said.


Cabral had a habit of accumulating art, only to destroy it, claiming it gave him power. Vampirism in another form.


“He expends more effort to procure the art and destroy it than he would if he simply cared for it,” Astrid said. She was about to argue the point further when she heard footsteps approaching.


A young servant girl, fifteen summers at most, walked around the corner. She looked at them both, eyes stopping on Trave, and then she curtsied.


“Master Trave,” the girl said. “I hope you found good fortune on your travels.”




More than anything, Astrid wanted to reach out to the girl and lift her head, meet her eyes, offer a comforting touch. But Astrid was still a vampire, and the girl would see nothing but pain and peril.


Astrid recognized this one immediately as the same girl who had greeted her when she’d met with Cabral months ago. The girl’s low-cut dress left little to the imagination both in terms of the skin and the scars it concealed with varying degrees of success. Raw bite marks and cuts covered rough scabs, which in turn covered multiple scars, some new and pink, others older, crisscrossing the girl’s neck and chest.


Hot shame unexpectedly gushed through Astrid’s body. Her earlier annoyance at Cabral’s absence meant nothing. At least this time, she could do something to help.


“Do not be afraid,” Astrid said. She could hardly hold in her anticipation, the breathless feeling of striking back against Cabral, against Astrid’s own past. “Gather the rest of the servants. Go somewhere safe. This will be the last night of your captivity.”


The young girl stared at her, wide-eyed. Then she shook her head. “I can take you both to the great hall, if you wish.”


She must think this a trick. Astrid couldn’t blame her; she’d been in this girl’s shoes, once, and would have been equally suspicious. She turned to Trave.


“She needs to hear it from you.”


Trave looked from Astrid to the servant girl, a sigh rasping through his throat. “I command you, girl. Gather the servants together and go back to your quarters. Wait for us there.”


The girl curtsied. “Of course, Master Trave.” She took a backwards step, but hesitated.


“Go,” Trave rasped.


The girl scampered off down the hallway.




Astrid and Trave climbed the stairs and found themselves in the same dark corridor Astrid remembered from last time, the light from the scattered torches absorbed by the black-painted stone walls and floor.


The moment Astrid walked into the great hall of Cabral’s tower-house and saw five pairs of glowing red eyes staring at her, she knew something was wrong.


Had Trave betrayed her after all? Had all of this—his letting her go, luring her back here—been some elaborate game? Only two of Cabral’s Fangs had fully transitioned through the curse when she’d last been here months ago. There were five vampires here, and four others in transition—their eyes yellow, their skin pale and clammy. Cabral had been busy, and his followers were growing in number. That could not be a good thing.


“What’s the girl doing here, Trave?”


Astrid recognized the speaker as Grendine, a woman who had been in transition when Astrid had last visited Turandel. She was in transition no longer. A full vampire now, her eyes gleamed red in the dim light of the hall.


“I brought her back,” Trave rasped, glaring at the Fangs.


“Trave,” Astrid whispered, gripping his wrist. She was ready to break it with a twist of her arm, or at least attempt it, and run.


Trave looked down at her. Astrid wished she could read his expression.


“Cabral will be pleased,” one of the other vampires said. “He has been worried about her.”


“He won’t have to worry anymore,” Trave rasped. Just as Astrid was about to make a run for it, Trave flashed across the great hall, his glowing red eyes a blur as he collided with the vampire who had just spoken.




“Shit,” Astrid muttered, but she sprang into action herself, going straight for Grendine. The woman’s glowing red eyes widened, but she reacted quickly, attempting to sidestep. Astrid twisted in the air and crashed into the woman’s shoulder, digging her claws into Grendine’s arm.


“Trave,” one of the other vampires shouted, “what in Oblivion—”


There was a smash, and the speaker was silenced.


“Trave, did you know?” Astrid shouted above Grendine’s scream. The woman turned on Astrid, claws ready, but Grendine was a new vampire, and thankfully past her bloodlust phase. New vampires always made the mistake of relying on their newfound strength, and forgot how quickly they could actually move. Grendine swung at Astrid with enough force to punch a hole in the stone wall, but Astrid used the claws embedded in Grendine’s other arm as leverage and scrambled around to her other side, running along the wall. She twisted Grendine’s head around her neck with enough force to make it turn almost full circle.


“Know what?” Trave shouted back, voice hoarse, from across the hall.


“That there would bloody be five of them!” A broken neck was never enough to stop a vampire. Grendine was already beginning to regain consciousness, her head slowly twisting back into place.


“We can handle five,” Trave said, and when Astrid glanced at him and saw he was taking on three vampires at once, she realized he was probably right. Astrid had learned a great deal about fighting vampires in the three-hundred-plus years she’d been around, but she had nothing on Trave.


Trave wielded two wooden stakes, one in each hand.



Sharpened wood could be far more effective than claws against vampires. While a stake couldn’t quite kill a vampire, it could incapacitate it enough to make the killing possible. The three vampires had surrounded Trave, but he moved too quickly for them all, and soon had impaled one of his stakes in a vampire’s neck. The vampire spluttered, his movement slowing substantially.


Astrid shivered. While Trave was no longer the monster who had tortured her, he was just as terrifying a fighter as he’d always been.


She turned back to Grendine, who let out a sudden gasp and sat up.


The fifth vampire crept along the wall behind her. She had watched him out of the corner of her eye since she had taken Grendine down. He, too, was clearly new to this. Stealth was good, but it was a terribly human tactic. Speed—at least the type of speed a vampire could summon—was far more effective than stealth.


When Astrid turned on the vampire behind her, plunging her long claws into his neck, the look of surprise on the man’s face was palpable.


Astrid flexed the claws on her other hand, then wrapped them around the vampire’s neck, plunging the needle-sharp points into his flesh. Vampire flesh was hard, stone-like at night, but another vampire’s claws could reliably pierce through.


Now she squeezed, tearing through the vampire’s neck, until her hand wrapped around his spine. Astrid gripped the bone with both hands and crushed it. She pulled back, her arms bloody to the elbows, and the vampire’s head toppled to the floor.


While vampires could be wounded during the day, they healed quickly. Wooden stakes could incapacitate a vampire,



but not kill. Sun and fire could burn a vampire to a senseless, nerveless, but still-conscious husk given enough time. But the only thing that could truly kill a vampire was decapitation.


Grendine stood shakily. Astrid did not give her the time to recover. She leapt from the table onto the woman’s shoulders, wrapping her legs around Grendine’s neck. She clamped both hands around Grendine’s head, gripping her jaw, and pulled. It took a moment of effort, one of pure, screaming terror from Grendine, before she tore Grendine’s head from her body. Astrid and the head tumbled to the ground.


Trave had staked another vampire, now facing the one who had spoken to him. This one was clearly a veteran. They moved quickly around one another, striking and rapidly retreating, looking for weaknesses.


Astrid was tempted not to interfere. She could let this play out, and then kill whoever emerged victorious. Trave deserved to die. He’d murdered hundreds, perhaps more. He’d been Astrid’s personal torturer.


And yet, at least now, he was doing something good. He was helping Astrid, and, more importantly, he was helping the people trapped here in Cabral’s tower-house. Trave’s actions had to be worth something.


Astrid rushed at the remaining vampire, slamming into him from the side. He turned to her, growling, but Astrid let go and darted away just in time for Trave to leap onto the man with a stake in each hand. One plunged through the man’s shoulder, the other through his heart. He struggled on the ground for a moment, before Trave finally showed him the mercy of decapitation. He and Astrid provided the same courtesy to the other two newer vampires Trave had been fighting.


“We need to get the servants out of here,” Trave rasped.




Astrid’s gaze rested on the fire burning in the hearth at the head of the great hall. The flames mesmerized her, reminding her of a time from long ago, and a promise of a time yet to come. She dreamt she was on a ship, and she dreamt of redemption.


Royal Palace, Mavenil, Maven Kol


King Gainil Destrinar-Kol observed the growing crowd of commoners in the Great Hall, his face grim. Today was an adjudication day, in which the royal family invited the commonfolk of Maven Kol to air their grievances, and receive judgment or counsel. Adjudication day occurred thrice each year, but until recently attendance had been poor. Gainil made it a point to offer obscure and unhelpful advice for expressly that purpose.


Today proved his efforts had been for naught.


Gainil stood, and immediately everyone else in the Great Hall—most of them commoners, hunkered down on the floor—stood with him.


He turned to Barain Seco, his friend and counselor. “Tell them we are convening to discuss the problem from which they apparently all suffer. When you’ve pacified them, meet me in the Decision Room. Bring your wife.”


“Yes, Your Majesty.” Barain bowed. He turned to address the crowd of confused commoners, while Gainil swept out of the room.


Moments later, he stood in the Decision Room, at the head of the great square table. A map of Maven Kol was etched onto the surface. The busts of the past kings of Maven Kol looked down on him in silent judgment. A fire burned merrily in the hearth,



but even so, and despite his fur cloak, Gainil couldn’t stop himself from shivering. It was cold for a spring day in Mavenil.


Captain Fedrick of Gainil’s personal guard, the Scarabs, stood at the doorway to the Decision Room. Barain and his wife Jaila entered the room, their daughter Taira trailing behind them. The girl had grown into something quite beautiful; if she wasn’t already betrothed to Gainil’s son, he’d have thought about courting her himself.


His son, Alain, had also been summoned to the room, and arrived late, as usual. His son’s presence was more of a formality. Gainil had all but lost hope that Alain could lead anything, let alone a nation. The boy was too nervous and soft-spoken. Despite being a man of nineteen years, he still seemed a child, afraid of everything.


Gainil only missed one person in the gathering, and that was Lailana, the woman he’d recently begun courting. She was from a minor noble house established on the southern edge of Maven Kol, and a woman of great cunning and beauty. Gainil saw no reason he would not marry her within the year. But Alain would probably see the courtship as an affront to his mother, dead now for sixteen years.


Gainil wiped his brow. Was he sweating? He could swear it had been cold in this room not a moment ago. “Canta’s bloody bones, it’s good to get out of that room. Now, what in Oblivion are we going to do about this madness everyone is going on about? It seems to be an epidemic.”


“The reports continue to increase, Your Majesty,” Jaila said. “And we’re starting to get verifiable reports from noble families. We can no longer consider this a phenomenon fabricated by the deranged low-born; we must acknowledge its existence among our peers.”




Peers. Normally Gainil would criticize such a term in his presence, but he let it go. He wanted to get to the bottom of this.


“Verifiable reports among the nobility? Specify, Lady Jaila.”


“The Wastriders sent word of their daughter. She… she is the woman who attempted to take her own life a year ago, but was found just in time.”


“Goddess,” Gainil muttered. He’d almost forgotten about that. The girl had attempted to hang herself from her bedframe, but the servants found her before she could do the deed. “That was more than a year ago. What does that have to do with the current situation?”


“In addition to her depression significantly worsening,” Jaila said, “she has also reportedly manifested some… some interesting side effects.”


“Surely not more of this flooding nonsense.”


“No,” Jaila said slowly, “they say she can… she can manipulate earth and rock, Your Majesty.”


Gainil laughed out loud. “Earth and rock? We should employ her in the sandstone quarry. Make some money off the madwoman.”


Jaila smiled half-heartedly at the joke, and Barain forced a laugh. Some people didn’t know real humor when it slapped them across the face.


“Wastrider is a minor house,” Gainil said, waving his hand. “Is that the only report you’ve received?”


“No, Your Majesty, there have been a few others, more or less the same.”


Alain cleared his throat, an irritating tic the lad had developed. Gainil ignored his son. He had no tolerance for silly insecurities.


He was definitely sweating now. If he’d been alone he would



have shed his fur cloak. Why was it so hot? “And none of you have any idea what in Oblivion is happening? What might be causing these incidents?”


Barain shrugged. “I still stand with the mass hallucination theory,” he said. “No other reasonable explanation.”


Alain cleared his throat again.


“Your Grace,” Captain Fedrick said, stepping forward.


“Yes, Fedrick?”


“We have all heard tell of the troubles surrounding the Rodenese throne. But there are… darker, mystical rumors abounding from the same quarters. Rumors about daemons.”


“Fedrick, Fedrick. If you’re about to suggest these recent incidents are part of some daemonic curse, I might have to find a new captain.”


“Of course not, Your Grace. I just wanted to… to make sure you were aware of the situation.”


Gainil rolled his eyes. Was there no one in his entire kingdom that could tell him something useful?


He looked over his shoulder. “Would someone put out that bloody fire? It’s like a furnace in here.” The fire did not look nearly large enough to be causing this much heat.


“Father.”


Gainil’s eyebrows rose as Alain stepped forward. “Yes, boy? You have something to say?”


“I… I…”


Of course the lad couldn’t get it out, whatever it was. “We haven’t got all day. Either say your piece or shut up and let the grown-ups talk.”


Alain cleared his throat. “I suppose I’m trying to say that it might be worth listening to some of these anecdotes. To entertain the idea that they might be true.”




Gainil slammed his fist onto the map table. He was pushing the boy, but at this point he didn’t care. If he had one of his supposed anxiety attacks again, so be it. “Alain, my boy, I give you opportunity after opportunity to show your quality, and you throw it away every time. Do you really think these rumors about people manipulating rivers and creeks to change their course, or causing miniature sand tornados, are true? Do you really believe that people have that capacity? We live in the real world, boy, not a fable.”


“Father, I just—”


“That’s the last I hear about it from you, boy. The next time you speak, it had better be something useful or insightful.” Alain’s eyes had stopped darting around the room, looking from person to person as they often did when he was nervous, and now the lad simply looked straight down at the ground.


“Yes—”


“Alain!” Gainil slammed his fist on the table again, and this time Alain looked up at him, met his eyes with a flash of anger. Good, Gainil thought. It’s about bloody—


Gainil blinked. “Are those sparks in the air?” he asked. All around the Decision Room, orange and yellow flecks smoldered and crackled in the air.


Then, Alain began to groan.


“Boy, what in Oblivion is wrong with—”


His son’s groan became a shout, and then a scream, and Gainil dove behind the table instinctively. Just as he did, a deafening shockwave of fire exploded through the room. The table shook, threatening to tear away from its bolted legs. Fire roared in the room, in tandem with Alain’s scream.


Then, all was quiet.


But only for a moment. Slowly, Gainil peeked out from



behind the table, and saw his son lying on the ground, not moving. To one side of him, both Barain and Jaila were on fire, screaming, trying to beat the flames from their bodies. Their daughter, too, was alight and screaming, but Fedrick—more or less unscathed, comparatively—smothered the flames with his cloak.


Goddess rising, Gainil thought to himself. Perhaps those rumors were true, after all.


* * *


In a time within time, and a place without form, two entities shone in silence. One emitted a deep, burning crimson, the color of fire and the color of blood entwined together. The other’s light glowed green, the green of a pine forest in winter and the green of an emerald jewel, multifaceted and shifting. Shadows darker than a moonless, starless sky danced within each of them.


Samann stared at the deep red flame that had once been his eldest brother. He could not think of the last time he had seen Mefiston’s face. Millennia, at least. His brother’s hair had once been black, his features hard and angular, but Samann could recall nothing beyond that. Not that it mattered. It was a face Samann would never see again, just as he would never again see his own.


“The others are late,” Samann said, his voice reverberating through a time within time.


Mefiston said nothing.


The two siblings had never gotten along, but Mefiston could have at least done something more than wait silently, burning. Mefiston already had one of the greatest powers of the Nine; fueled by rage, anger, and warfare, he was physically the most formidable of them all. Samann would gladly take



on such powers instead of his own, were he given the chance. He certainly wouldn’t be so rude to his brothers, if that were the case.


As Samann and Mefiston waited, their fiery lights slowly took distinct shape. Even in this form, Mefiston stood tall, his frame wide and imposing, contrasting sharply against Samann’s wiry build. Around them was nothing, and yet everything at once. Samann had learned to tune out the cacophonous blur, instead focusing on the space immediately around him. A space in which a new, yellow light began to take shape, marred by the same shadows that twisted within Mefiston and Samann himself.


“Iblin,” Samann said, greeting his brother. “It’s about time.”


The yellow light grew larger and larger. Mefiston was huge, but even he was not as massive as Iblin. Of course, while Mefiston was made of muscle, Iblin’s size was all in his girth.


“Azael is not yet here?” Iblin asked.


“He’ll make us wait. As he always does,” Mefiston replied.


Another light appeared, blue this time. Luceraf.


Before they could greet the new arrival, blackness engulfed them. Samann took a deep breath. As much as he hated being around Mefiston, he hated being around Azael even more. He was immune to his siblings’ influence, with the exception of Azael’s. Whenever Azael was around, Samann could not help but be afraid.


“What’s the matter, little brother?” Mefiston laughed, the sound strained.


Samann took satisfaction in the waver of Mefiston’s voice. Even the eldest of them could not fully withstand Azael’s influence.


“Took you long enough,” Iblin whined, his voice high and reedy.




Samann heard Iblin scream, but could see nothing through the darkness. Samann shivered. What had possessed Iblin to speak to Azael in such a way, he could not guess.


Slowly, the blackness faded, and then Azael stood before them. Azael did not emit light like the rest of them, but swallowed it into himself, and the very shadows that writhed and twisted in Samann’s green form extended slowly out towards Azael, drawn by his presence.


“Where are our other sisters?” Mefiston asked. “And where is our brother Hade?”


“Hade made his move too early,” Azael said. “His avatar was defeated in Alizia.”


Mefiston growled. “I told the fool he needed to wait.”


You’d think the embodiment of death would have more patience, Samann thought. He said nothing, of course. His brothers would never tolerate him criticizing Hade, even if he was right.


“You are sure it was just his avatar that was defeated?” Luceraf asked slowly.


“I am sure,” Azael said, his voice hard. “Hade survived. But at least some of the creatures that walk the Sfaera now know our avatars are vulnerable. We need to be careful. We must time our incarnations perfectly going forward.”


Azael, not Hade, had been the first of them to lose an avatar. But Samann held his tongue, as he knew his other siblings would. Azael claimed the defeat had been part of his plan, but had yet to share exactly how it benefited them.


“We should act quickly,” Mefiston said. “Nadir, too, has claimed an avatar. It cannot be long until she is discovered.”


“You know the rules, Mefiston,” Azael said. “Hade cannot claim a new avatar until he has regenerated. That will take



some time. And in order for us all to take our true forms in the Sfaera, we must first all have avatars.”


After that, they would each enter the Sfaera through their respective avatars. The only thing that could stop them at that point was one of their avatars dying.


“But Nadir—”


“Nadir can handle herself. She has always been more subtle than Hade, and far more capable.”


“Enough,” Luceraf said, her blue light burning brighter. “We did not come here to argue. What of Bazlamit and Estille?”


Luceraf hadn’t secured an avatar yet, either, but Samann was not about to point that out. Iblin he could handle. Luceraf was another matter.


“Estille continues her work in Triah,” Azael said. “Her avatar is actually affecting her populace. I will not distract her from that. And Bazlamit is close to securing her avatar. She has targeted someone of great importance, and could not be called away.”


“And the Betrayer?” Mefiston asked.


Silence reigned in a time within time. Only Mefiston would have the courage—or the stupidity—to broach this subject with Azael himself.


“The Betrayer remains bound, though she still has influence. Bazlamit, if she is successful, will have some influence there. Luceraf, you are working in that area as well, are you not?”


“I am,” Luceraf said. “I believe I am close.”


“Good. Mefiston, you’re already infiltrating the Legion. If all goes according to plan, they will be deployed soon. Iblin, you are working in Cornasa?”


“Yes,” the huge man said. His light had shaped itself into the monstrously fat figure that Samann had grown accustomed to



seeing. While he had vague memories of Mefiston’s appearance, he could not recall how Iblin looked before the Betrayal, try as he might.


“And I am moving south. I will soon have an avatar of my own once more.”


“How long will it take for Hade to regain his strength?” Luceraf asked. “We each need to have an avatar claimed in order to physically enter the Sfaera.”


“Focus on your own work,” Azael said. “Hade’s regeneration will be complete soon enough. That is why we have this place. In the meantime, it is time we awakened the Outsiders.”


Samann perked up at that.


“We can’t control them,” Iblin warned.


“They’ll destroy,” Mefiston replied. “That’s all we need.”


“You have enough of a following?” Samann asked. To bring in Outsiders to the Sfaera, they needed acolytes. You could not have one without the other.


“I have enough to begin,” Azael said.


Samann breathed a sigh of relief. At least Azael had answered him. As the youngest, Samann found himself ignored all too often.


He could not doubt Azael, however. The Fear Lord had been the only one of the Nine to have any influence over the Sfaera over the past few millennia. All of the other siblings, Samann included, had been completely cut off after the Betrayal, until now.


“I shall inform my acolytes,” Azael said. “I know just where to begin.”


Samann could not see Azael’s face, only his dark outline, but he could swear his brother was smiling.













PART I


NEVER A RIGHT CHOICE













1


Pranna, northern Khale


AS THE SUN ROSE on the port side, Winter could finally see Pranna’s Big Hill rising up from the gulf, familiar tiny outlines of buildings framed against the brightening sky. The hill was green—the snowmelt and rain had been kind this year—and reminded Winter of the many summers she’d spent sailing, returning to this same scene.


With help from her telenic powers, the ship tacked to starboard. The Empress Radiant had been close-hauled all night, but Winter had gotten them through it, and seeing the familiar horizon of her home was worth the exhaustion in her limbs. Winter stood at the ship’s wheel while her invisible tendra stabilized the boom, took in the sails, and held lines as necessary. The simultaneous burn and chill of faltira flowed through her veins. The drug, more commonly known as frostfire, allowed Winter access to her telenic tendra—invisible extensions of herself that she could use to interact with any non-living object within range. In this case, almost every part of the Empress Radiant. Her traveling companions, Urstadt and Galce, helped when they could, but Winter found she could pilot the ship by herself quite easily, even through difficult maneuvers. She wished she could show her father the adeptness with which she controlled the ship.


Truth be told, it felt good to use psimancy for something other than violence.




Footsteps creaked on the deck behind her.


“That is your home?” Urstadt asked as she walked up beside Winter.


At the bow of the ship, Galce ran to the port rail just in time to empty his stomach into the waves. The tailor had not taken well to the sea, but it had been his choice to accompany her on the voyage from Izet. He had proven a passable sailor, with some training. And frequent breaks.


If Galce struggled on the water, Urstadt took to it like someone born and raised there. The only conflict had been Urstadt’s armor; Winter had practically shouted the chainmail and plate off the former captain of the Izet emperor’s guard. Urstadt had finally given in to reason, but Winter had been shocked at how naked Urstadt looked in plain breeches and a long, loose tunic. Urstadt’s brown hair whipped around her face in the wind, her skin far more tanned than Winter would have thought beneath all the armor she had worn in Roden.


“That was my home,” Winter responded, looking at Pranna. She was not sure she could call it home any longer. But it was the last place she had felt like a person rather than a weapon. She had returned to feel that again, if it was still possible. She hoped, once she saw The Swordsmith’s Daughter tied at the docks, once she saw Gord and Darrin and Eranda, that she would feel at home once more.


* * *


Her father’s boat was not at the docks. Perhaps Gord and the others had taken it out, although if that were the case she’d have hoped to have seen it on her way in. In fact, she’d purposefully navigated directly through The Swordsmith’s Daughter’s morning route.


She, Urstadt, and Galce walked along the wooden docks



towards the path that led up the Big Hill and into the town. Urstadt had changed back into her armor immediately after disembarking, her rose-gold barbut hanging from a strap at her waist. Galce had changed into a sharp, well-fitting suit— Winter was amazed at the amount of clothing he pulled out of his knapsack—while Winter wore her black, tight-fitting leather. She did not have a siara. She had not worn one for almost a year. She thought she had grown used to life without the large wrap of fabric nestled around her neck, but as she approached her old home she began to feel very exposed.


An uneasy feeling grew within her. The excitement she’d felt in returning home shifted into a cold, dark fear.


There was something else, too. Something she’d been putting off thinking about, but could no longer avoid.


She would have to tell Lian’s parents what happened to him.


While Igriss and Huro had always been kind enough, Winter had never felt the closeness with them that she felt with Darrin and Eranda, and Gord, and Lian himself for that matter. They spoke little, mostly keeping to themselves even among tiellans, and Lian was their only child.


Winter had no idea what she would say to them now.


“Reminds me of a place I once knew,” Galce said. “In Andrinar.”


“What village was that?” Winter asked. She had no knowledge of Andrinar, and Galce had been largely silent throughout their journey.


A silence Galce was apparently intent on continuing. Winter did not push the issue.


They crested the Big Hill together, Galce and Urstadt walking on either side of Winter. The town she saw did not look at all like the Pranna she remembered.




It was larger, for one. Pranna had always clustered around one main road for as long as Winter remembered, but now two new roads ran parallel to the old one. Two new roads, and new buildings surrounding them both, along with the Cantic chapel where it had once stood alone on the western edge of Pranna.


Winter reached into the pouch on her belt and pulled out a faltira crystal. Cova—Empress Cova, now—had granted her the remaining stash of the dead Emperor Daval’s faltira, almost two hundred crystals. A fortune. She tried to take them sparingly, every other day or so, but now she could not help herself, even though the high from the ship had only just faded. She swallowed a frost crystal as they turned east, toward the tiellan quarter. Fortunately, the tiellan quarter looked the same as ever—a narrow dirt path leading to a cluster of huts. Winter could see her own home, the hut she had shared with her father her entire life. She wondered who occupied it now.


“Come on,” she said, nodding towards the huts. She shivered. Faltira’s fire already burned within her. “We’re going that way.”


* * *


Winter recognized a few faces as she walked through the town, but nobody acknowledged her, though there were plenty of people about. There never had been many tiellans in Pranna, and she couldn’t see any now. Grind the smith looked away as she passed his workshop. The man had once been a friend to her father, but had severed all contact years ago. A few merchants looked familiar, but they huddled together, engrossed in conversation. She even recognized a Cantic disciple as the very woman who had run away from the chaos at her wedding. The attack at the wedding had forced her new husband, Knot, to flee, and had sparked Winter’s own quest to find him. It



seemed so long ago now. Winter yearned for the people in Pranna to recognize her, say hello, but she felt differently about the disciple. Winter was glad when the woman turned away, apparently engaged in business with the tanner.


As she approached the tiellan quarter, the silence shocked her. The town of Pranna itself bustled, humming louder than ever. The tiellan quarter was a stark contrast. No noise, no movement. Nothing.


Urstadt and Galce, silent on either side of her, did not help the sensation. Winter wanted them to speak, to say something, but now of all times they chose to remain silent.


Darrin and Eranda’s hut was closest, so Winter approached that one first. Ivy crept up one side of the structure, and the door gaped open, the inside dark. Winter poked her head in anyway, knocking on the doorframe, but no one responded.


“Hello?” Winter called out. “Darrin? Eranda?”


The hut was empty. Not just of people, but of furniture as well. Weeds sprouted from the once well-kept dirt floor. Winter remembered filling her pack on the table that was no longer there, after the death of her father. After Knot had left. She could see herself sitting next to Lian in front of the hearth, before they left Pranna together. Lian perhaps still half in love with her, despite her marriage. Now, both Lian and Knot were dead, too.


“No one is here.” Winter stated the obvious because she could not take the silence any longer.


“I am sorry, my garice,” Galce said quietly, “but it seems no one has been here for some time.”


Despite her confusion and the hollow feeling expanding in her chest, Winter was grateful that Galce said anything at all. The silence was eating away at her.




She nodded. She knew he was right, but she had not come all this way to give up after one house. “I need to check the other huts. Just in case.”


They moved on to Gord’s home, and Dent’s, and Lian’s, all abandoned.


Eventually, she found herself in front of her father’s hut. Seawood walls, tiled roof. Simple, but it had protected them from the snow and sun. As Winter reached forth to push the door open, she closed her eyes.


Chaos was there immediately, pure and white as drifted snow.


Winter opened her eyes, breathing heavily. What harm would it do to enter her old home? Perhaps that would help her actually feel something. She had come all this way to find her home again, to feel like the person she once was. To shed the trappings of violence she had been unable to escape for the past year. With frost still burning within her, she thought about reaching into the hut with her tendra.


Instead, she withdrew her hand.


“We do as Chaos directs,” Galce said softly.


Winter looked at Galce sharply. His head was bowed, and he did not meet her eyes. Before Winter could say something, Galce continued.


“I can sense Chaos here, my garice. I know nothing of why it comes to you, of what decisions you might face. But I can sense its presence.”


Urstadt stood on Winter’s other side, dutifully staying out of the conversation. Urstadt had made it clear she did not consider Galce’s chaotic religion—and the extent of Winter’s involvement in it—any of her business.


“That’s all very well,” Winter said, after some time, “but



there is nothing for us here.” She turned away from her hut, and began walking back to Pranna.


* * *


This time, as they walked back through the town, someone recognized her.


“I know you.”


Winter turned at the sound of the voice, but her heart sank before she even saw who spoke. The accent was human, not tiellan, and not a voice she recognized.


A man faced her, eyes narrowed.


“You’re the tiellan girl that used to live here,” he said. He was tall, not quite thirty summers, the hair already receding along his skull.


Another man stepped up next to the one who’d spoken. This one was shorter, with a thick black beard. Nevertheless, both stood much taller than Winter. Humans, with rare exception, were always taller than tiellans. “You’re the one that married a human and then left town,” the other man said.


The men eyed Galce and Urstadt, standing on either side of Winter.


“She work for you?” one of the men asked.


“On the contrary,” Galce said with a smile. “We are her retainers.”


Urstadt moved to step between Winter and the two humans, but Winter put her hand on the woman’s shoulder.


“I can handle this, Urstadt.”


With a nod, Urstadt stepped back to Winter’s side. The two men looked at one another. A few others in the street had stopped to watch.


“Where did the other tiellans go?” Winter asked. But the question was superfluous. Two of her tendra—her acumenic



tendra—were already snaking into the minds of these men.


While her telenic tendra could only affect non-living objects, her acumenic tendra had the opposite limitation. They could interact with other minds, and nothing else. A psimancer could only access one form of tendra, but Winter, for some reason, found herself an exception to that rule. There was a third form of psimancy as well—clairvoyance—that allowed a person insight into time itself, but Winter had no control over that particular branch.


“They left,” one of them finally said. “And you should, too.” Who does this tiellan think she is? the man thought.


“No room for tiellans in Pranna anymore,” the other man said, eyeing Winter up and down. His thoughts were not so much words, but a feeling. A feeling that reminded Winter of an alley in Cineste, in a moment from another life.


This time, however, Winter had the power.


Winter delved the two men with her tendra, and a slew of information flooded Winter’s consciousness. Who these men were—Harn Alasta, the tall one, and Breggan Dones, the short one; where they were from—Harn from Cineste, Breggan from Pranna (Winter knew he’d looked familiar); how they’d met—at the local gambling house (Winter wondered when Pranna had built a gambling house); who their families were; their political opinions; all the mistakes they’d made and people they’d loved and much more besides.


Winter sifted through it all for the information she sought. She found it in Breggan’s mind: the humans had driven the remaining tiellans from Pranna months before. Breggan had no knowledge of where they had gone, but he had heard that the tiellan population in Cineste had been growing recently.


“Cineste,” Winter said.




The two men stared at her. Winter’s acumenic delving had not taken more than a few seconds. The process was subtle; the two men would not have realized what was happening to them, and likely never would. There were other, more invasive methods of acumency, but Winter had yet to attempt them. These men had been simple to delve—that was not always the case.


Harn, eyes narrowing, took a step forward.


“Best you join them, elf,” he said softly.


Winter clenched her fist. A small crowd had gathered, watching the confrontation. No one intervened; no one stepped up in her support.


“Be careful, Winter,” Urstadt said.


If it had been any other day, Winter might have turned and walked away in that moment. If it had been any other town, Winter might have let it be. But her home was gone. Nothing remained in Pranna, not for her. A home ceased to be a home when the people who made it so left.


And worthless people like Harn were the ones who’d chased them out. Harn, whose failings were there to be read for any acumen who cared to do so: a man who beat his wife when he got drunk, and who got drunk all too often. Harn, who had always thought tiellans beneath him. Harn, who years earlier had a crescent-and-cross tattooed onto the inside of his wrist.


Harn the Kamite. Breggan was one, too, though he’d only received his tattoo a few months ago.


To destroy, I must first know love.


The words entered her mind unbidden, unwelcomed. She was through with that, now. She had killed Daval Amok, and now that his daughter had taken his place on the emperor’s throne, his ridiculous philosophy had died with him back in Roden.


And yet… she had delved into the minds of these two men,



their lives, everything that made them who they were. What else was love, if not knowing and accepting the faults of others?


Winter frowned. She did not accept the faults of these men. She never would. Instead, she left it up to a power greater than herself. She closed her eyes, seeking Chaos, as Galce had taught her to do, envisioning a perfect sphere. The sphere was black. Chaos had spoken.


Winter opened her eyes, and sent a psionic burst into the minds of both men—a wave of power that pulsed along the two tendra that connected her with the men, killing them instantly. Harn and Breggan both collapsed to the ground.


Many in the small group of people who’d gathered around them gasped. A few of the bystanders rushed up to the bodies. People stared at Winter, eyes wide.


She turned, and while Urstadt and Galce reluctantly followed, no one else did.


“Was that necessary?” Urstadt said as they walked away from the town.


“She did as Chaos directed,” Galce responded. “Though Chaos is an abstruse master. It has taken me many years to become comfortable with its direction. If I may, my garice… I would caution against blindly following Chaos’s direction if you can help it. It is best to understand—”


“I’ve done what I’ve done, and that’s all that matters,” Winter said quietly. What Galce said made her uncomfortable; he was the one that had convinced her to trust in Chaos in the first place. Now he spoke of caution?


She had no time for that. Not now.


“Let’s go to Cineste.”











2


Odenite camp, outside Kirlan, western Khale


“DISCIPLE CINZIA.”


Cinzia blinked, then turned to see Elessa standing next to her. She did not know how long her fellow disciple had been whispering her name, but this was clearly not the first attempt to get her attention. Elessa’s eyebrows knit downward in a scowl.


“Yes,” Cinzia murmured, only slightly ashamed that she had allowed herself to get so distracted during one of Jane’s Magnificals. She cleared her throat. “Yes?” she said again, meeting Elessa’s eyes.


Magnifical was a word she and Jane had translated from the Codex. It meant something along the lines of “devoutness,” as far as Cinzia could tell, and Jane had taken to using the word to describe the daily devotionals she led for the growing crowd of her followers, the Odenites.


“They will not let us pass,” Elessa said.


Knot, standing beside Cinzia, leaned over. “Who won’t let us pass?”


“It might be best if you see for yourself, Cinzia.”


Cinzia and Knot followed Elessa through the crowd.


They had arrived the night before, making camp in the middle of a massive arable field just north of the walled city of Kirlan. The field belonged to a local lord named Alam Derard;



the man was a powerful figure in Kirlan, but had moved his immediate family north to Cinzia’s ancestral manor of Harmoth when he had heard of the Odenite movement. A fast convert to the new religion, he had offered his entire open field, and all of his crops and resources, to Odenites for their use. Cinzia was highly uncomfortably with the arrangement; the Odenites would likely bankrupt the Derard house, but Lord Derard himself did not seem to care. He was as devoted a follower of Jane as anyone Cinzia had met.


Now she, Knot, and Elessa stood amongst the crowd of over fifteen hundred Odenites, the sun burning down on all of them. Most of the Odenites were gathered around a large dais at the center of the field. Jane stood on the dais now, speaking to the crowd sprawled before her. A chosen group carried the platform with them as they traveled, assembling it each day in preparation for Jane’s Magnificals. Fortunately, Derard’s land provided more space than the Odenites needed—for now— but their numbers were growing. When the Goddess Canta had told Jane to move the Odenites south to Triah, their numbers had not yet broken one thousand. But people continued to flock to Jane and the Church of Canta, as if they knew exactly where to go to meet the Prophetess.


They traveled closer to Triah every day. Cinzia felt both a swelling dread and a sense of excitement at seeing the Circle City once more. Navone, her hometown, would always be close to her heart, but Triah was hers—the place she had first dedicated herself to the service of Canta, before she had returned to Navone and discovered her sister’s heresy. She hoped that feeling did not change when she returned as a disciple of the Church of Canta rather than as a priestess of the Denomination.




“Don’t be discouraged,” Elessa said, seeing Cinzia’s expression. “Our trek has been more or less uneventful until this point. We were bound to encounter trials sooner or later.”


Were we? Cinzia wondered. Of course, Elessa was right. It had taken them over two months to make it this far. But, other than reports from their lookouts that the Beldam’s splinter group was traveling shortly behind them, there had been very little to worry about. Canta had provided for them—or that was how Jane framed their survival, anyway. Cinzia supposed there was something to that; whenever the group seemed about to run out of resources, they came across more food, water, and whatever else they needed. Now that they had reached Kirlan, Lord Derard had emerged.


“I suppose you are right,” Cinzia finally said with a sigh.


The three of them made their way through the Odenites, who parted easily to make a path.


“Would it be best if we brought your… your daughter with us, Knot?” Elessa asked.


Knot grunted. “Can’t say. You’re the one won’t tell us where we’re going or what we’re about to see.”


Cinzia was glad to see that Elessa would at least speak to Knot. Knot had attacked Elessa during one of his episodes at the Harmoth estate. It had not actually been Knot, but it had been his body, and Elessa had not known the difference at the time. The more Cinzia learned of Knot, the more fascinated she was with him. Knot had woken up in a tiellan town more than two years ago with no memory of who he was or where he came from. He’d eventually discovered that he hadn’t actually lost his memory, but had rather been created, somehow, from a psimantic amalgamation of sifts—the condensed essences of other people. Months ago, those individual sifts had begun



inadvertently taking control of Knot’s body. The episodes had almost destroyed Knot completely—and caused a great deal of trouble otherwise, as some of the sifts were particularly violent—but Knot had thankfully stabilized since the Nazaniin psimancer Wyle had helped heal him. Cinzia was glad to see Elessa had regained some confidence in speaking with Knot.


And Knot’s “daughter”—the vampire girl Astrid—was something of a legend among the Odenites. Most still did not know exactly what she was, but the Odenites who had joined them before they left Harmoth had to have some idea. They’d seen what she could do in the battle against the Kamites.


Elessa had accepted the girl’s true nature. All of the disciples knew of it; Jane insisted on full transparency amongst their little group. Cinzia thought Jane more than a little hypocritical. Jane, as a prophetess, had a link to Canta, but she only shared the Goddess’s communications when she deemed it necessary.


“I don’t mean to be evasive, Knot, it’s just that—”


“Goddess rising,” Cinzia whispered.


The field on which the Odenites mingled met with Kirlan’s northern outer wall. The city itself sat on a cliff that overlooked the ocean, its western walls against the edge of the precipice. A wide moat ran along the city’s eastern walls, on the other side of which was thick forest. A large gate directly ahead of Cinzia was the only entrance into the city she could see.


All of this was clearly visible from anywhere on Derard’s field, but what made her gasp were the Sons of Canta, armor glinting in the sun beneath red and white livery, standing in front of the gate.


Panic rose in Cinzia’s chest. “Where are the Prelates?” Jane had ordained the guard force Knot had formed—that now operated under the direction of her brother, Eward—as Prelates



a few weeks ago. Cinzia was not sure why; although they had seen the word in the Nine Scriptures, there had been no indication as to what it meant. But Jane seemed sure of the decision.


“There are two contingents just behind us, about sixty soldiers,” Knot replied. “There’s another on either flank, and two more serving as rearguard.”


That made Cinzia feel slightly better. The Prelates had continued training as they traveled, under Knot and Eward’s leadership, and Astrid’s occasional help. Cinzia felt confident in their abilities.


The Sons of Canta, however, had trained for far longer, and Cinzia had the sneaking suspicion that the soldiers she saw before her were far from the only Sons stationed in Kirlan.


“We’d better talk to them,” Cinzia said. “Should we summon more Prelates?”


“Already done,” Knot said, signaling to the Prelates closest to them. Five soldiers trotted towards them.


“Only five?” Cinzia asked, wiping her palms on her dress. “Should we not bring more?”


“Don’t want to seem too aggressive,” Knot said. “Besides, they ain’t here to attack us. Not right now, anyway. They’re defending the city.”


“Defending the city… from us?” Elessa asked, more than a hint of surprise in her voice.


“That’d be my guess.”


“Very well,” Cinzia said. She was suddenly very conscious of her appearance. She had not been around a group of Sons without her own Cantic robes and Trinacrya since she arrived in Triah for the first time, more than eight years ago. Right now, she wore a simple wool dress, dyed a light shade of red. “We shall see what they want. Let me do the talking, please.”




Cinzia began walking towards the gate, Elessa and Knot to either side of her. The five Prelates stepped in time behind them. When they stopped within a few rods of the gate, one of the Sons called out to them.


“Halt! Who are you, and what is your business in Kirlan?”


Cinzia took a step forward and cleared her throat. “My name is Cinzia Oden. I am a…” She hesitated for only the slightest moment. “…a disciple of the Church of Canta. We request safe passage through Kirlan, so we can continue on our way.”


The Son did not meet her eyes. “We have been specifically instructed to not let you through the gate, Miss Cinzia. I am sorry.”


Miss Cinzia. No longer a priestess.


Cinzia smiled despite herself. “Surely you cannot deny us safe passage,” she said, spreading her arms wide. “We are not a small group, obviously, but we are efficient. We would spend very little time in the city itself.”


“It is not the city itself we protect, Miss Cinzia.”


No, Cinzia realized, they are protecting Triah, the seminary, and Canta’s Fane.


“But we cannot go around,” Cinzia said. “The cliffs block us to the west, and it would be impossible for such a large group to travel through the forest on the east. Kirlan is our only way south.”


“I am afraid that is the point, Miss Cinzia. We cannot let you travel any further south than you already have.”


“Are you the leader of this section?” Cinzia asked, nodding at the rest of the Sons guarding the gate.


“I am the commander of the battalion that has been stationed in Kirlan.”


Cinzia clenched her jaw. The Denomination had sent



a Crucible first, to Navone. Then Nazaniin assassins to Harmoth. And now this, the most mundane of threats that Cinzia had faced in the last year, could be the force that might actually stop them.


And the Denomination had sent an entire battalion. At least five hundred Sons of Canta.


“Then I am afraid we shall have to set up camp here,” Cinzia said, indicating the field behind her, “until your orders change.” Cinzia hated to propose such a thing without consulting Lord Derard first, but the truth was she knew exactly what he would say. If the Prophetess required it, he would do it.


The soldier all but shrugged. “Our orders do not prohibit that. You are welcome to do as you wish, Miss Cinzia. Although what the city of Kirlan will think of such a group smothering its front gate, I cannot say.”


He kept staring out into nothing, no matter how hard she tried to make him meet her gaze. More than his nonchalance, more than the fact that he was impeding their progress, that gesture threatened to drive Cinzia mad. She knew the protocol for the Sons of Canta: never look a heretic in the eye.


“Very well,” Cinzia said. It was all she could do to keep calm. “I daresay this is not the last you will see of me.” Without waiting for a response, she turned on her heel and brushed past the Prelates standing behind her. Knot, Elessa, and the Prelates reluctantly followed.


“We need to tell Jane,” Elessa said, rushing up to Cinzia’s side.


“Of course we do.” Cinzia looked up at the sun. “The Magnifical should be over soon. We shall meet her when she finishes.”


Perhaps Canta would reveal some insane course of action



through Jane. Perhaps Jane had already received a revelation— such a thing would not be untypical. They would need nothing short of a miracle to get through an entire battalion of the Sons of Canta blocking their way. Even if they tried to move through the forest, Cinzia imagined the Sons would be quick to impede their progress. She wondered what force the Denomination had authorized the Sons to use. Given the fact that the Denomination had already sent assassins against the Church of Canta, Cinzia feared the worst.


They reached Jane just as she descended from the dais. Cinzia rushed her last few paces.


Jane smiled. “Cinzia. I was hoping to speak with you, I…” The smile faded from her face. “What is wrong, sister?”


“The Denomination has garrisoned an entire battalion of the Sons of Canta in Kirlan. They will not let us pass.”


Jane glanced over Cinzia’s shoulder at the city. “They intend to attack us?” she asked.


“I do not think so,” Cinzia said. She glanced at Knot.


“If they’d meant to attack us, they’d have done it by now,” he said. “Wouldn’t have shown themselves. They want to set up a blockade, not a battleground. For now.”


“Can we not just go around the city?” Jane asked.


“Not without backtracking,” Cinzia said. “The forest is too thick on the eastern side. We would have to go all the way back to Turandel to take a different road.”


“That’d add months to our trek,” Knot said.


Jane’s eyes moved to the Odenites, crowded around the dais. “We must continue southward,” she said quietly.


“We must get to Triah in time.”


“In time for what?” This was the first Cinzia had heard of any sort of timeline for their travels.




Jane took a deep breath, but did not meet Cinzia’s eyes.


Cinzia shook her head. Transparency.


Jane opened her mouth to speak, but then stopped, cocking her head to one side.


“We need to get to Triah,” Jane said, “but we can make camp here for a time. Lord Derard will accommodate us, I have no doubt.”


“He may accommodate us, but he will destroy his house and fortune in the process,” Cinzia said.


“What are you two talking about in such hushed tones?”


Cinzia and Jane turned to see Ocrestia, the tiellan disciple, along with the newest disciple anointed, Baetrissa. There were four of them now, and Jane wanted to anoint five more, to match the nine original Disciples of Canta. The process was slow, however. As she explained the situation to the two other disciples, Cinzia wondered whether they would ever find the right women to complete their number.


“Canta will get us through this,” Jane said after Cinzia had finished. “She will provide, as She always has.”


Cinzia turned to her sister, eyebrows raised. “What do you mean, ‘Canta will get us through this’? A moment ago you were afraid we might not make it to Triah in time.”


Jane met Cinzia’s eyes. “My faith faltered, just for a moment. I am just as human as you are, sister. But now I see the truth of our situation. Canta will aid us. She will make sure we get to where we need to be, when we need to be there.”


Cinzia blinked in shock. “Jane, this is a real problem. We cannot just wait for Canta to resolve it for us.”


“That ain’t what the Prophetess said,” Ocrestia interjected. “She’s just saying we need to have faith. We should do what we can, but trust that Canta will do the rest.”




Jane smiled. “Exactly, Ocrestia.”


Cinzia was about to react, when she stopped herself. Had she not just learned the importance of trusting Canta a couple of months ago, at Harmoth? Faith implied a lack of control, and necessitated an act of trust.


“I agree,” Elessa said, turning to face Cinzia. “We will do what we can, of course. But we must trust in the Goddess’s plan for us. What is the point of all of this otherwise?”


What is the point of all of this? Cinzia could not help but wonder. But part of her suspected she already knew. If she gained nothing out of this but learning to trust in a power greater than herself, was that not worth the struggle?


“Baetrissa, what about you?” Jane asked.


The newly anointed disciple looked at the women around her. “How can my thoughts matter in light of your opinions? You are women of the Goddess.”


Ocrestia smiled. “So are you. Your voice matters just as much as ours.”


“Every voice matters just as much as ours,” Cinzia said.


“Of course. That is what I meant.”


“Very well,” Baetrissa said hesitantly. “I suppose it doesn’t matter much anyway. I agree with you all. I think trusting Canta is the most important thing.”


Then all eyes turned to Cinzia.


She sighed. “I am not going to argue against you. And, truth be told, I agree with you, too. Trusting Canta is important. But if we discern a way to take action, we need to follow it.”


“Of course,” Jane said with a smile.


“Are we always going to agree like this?” Baetrissa said after a pause. She was looking at Cinzia, eyebrows knitted together.


Cinzia could not help but laugh. “No,” she said, feeling



some of the tension leave her body. The others were right. They would do what they could, but trust that Canta was helping them every step of the way. “I daresay we will not.”


“Especially not as our rank grows to its fullness,” Jane said. “There are five more disciples yet to be found.”


Cinzia turned at the sound of someone clearing their throat behind her. It was Arven, their cleric, and beside her a young man not much older than she. Twenty summers, or thereabouts.


“Can we help you, Arven?” Cinzia asked.


Arven’s head bobbed up and down rhythmically as she spoke. “This fellow is a new arrival, and he, well, he is alone, and he just arrived, you see, and because he is alone, we wanted to introduce him to a group that might take him in, perhaps give him a space, offer him food and water. He arrived alone, you see. But, well, he insisted on meeting all of you first.”


A smile spread across the man’s face as Arven spoke, a smile that sent a chill running up Cinzia’s spine.


Jane didn’t seem to notice. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, young man. I am Jane. Where have you—”


“I bring a message,” he said, his voice steady and firm. Before anyone could respond, the man raised a hand high in the air and continued to speak, this time in a strange tongue. The words struck Cinzia with almost tangible force, and she took a step back.


And realized, at once, that while it was no language she knew, she actually did understand what he was saying.


“My blood for the blood of Aratraxia,” the young man said, voice rising. “My blood pays the price of passage, from their realm to ours. My blood for the blood of Aratraxia.”


Knot darted forward as the man spoke, but too late. The young man brought his hand down—in it he held a dagger, how



had Cinzia not noticed?—and drew the blade with a sickening tear across his own throat.


The disciples gasped, backing away from the horrific scene, but Arven froze. The man’s body twisted as blood arced out from his neck. Blood sprayed across Arven’s face and dress and hair, and the poor girl looked down at herself, silent, as the man fell to the ground.


Knot was already at his side as his body thrashed in the dirt.


“Where did he come from, Arven? Did he say anything to you?”


Arven looked down at Knot, then back at herself, covered in crimson. Blood dripped from her hair, down her forehead, streaked her cheeks like dark tears. The girl did not respond, instead raising her eyes to Cinzia.


“Discip—”


A crack split the air above them, and Cinzia looked up.


Above the man’s now-still body, a patch of dark space had appeared, twisting and shimmering. Cinzia’s breath caught in her chest.


“Shit.” Knot stood, taking Arven by the shoulder, and dragged the girl towards the disciples. “Get everyone as far away from this spot as you can,” he growled. He shoved Arven towards Cinzia, and Cinzia wrapped one arm around the young woman’s shoulders.


“What is happening?” Cinzia asked. A writhing shadow took shape within the darkness.


“Get back!” Knot shouted.


The desperation in his voice galvanized Cinzia into action. She turned, holding Arven close, and led the other disciples away in time to see Astrid rush past her, towards Knot. The girl moved too quickly for Cinzia to ask any questions, and Cinzia



had other concerns. Dozens of Odenites stood nearby, gawking.


“Everyone, get back!” Cinzia screamed.


Some of the Odenites turned and ran immediately, while others slowly began to step backwards.


“Help me get them away from here,” Cinzia said through gritted teeth to the other disciples. Arven still cringed beneath her arm. Glancing over her shoulder, Cinzia saw the dark twisting shadow topple downward and crash into the earth below. A cloud of dust burst upwards. The dark space above winked out of existence, returning to blue sky.


Then, from the dust, a form rose, and Cinzia could not stop the scream of terror that tore from her throat.
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AS THE CROWD FLED, Knot backed slowly away, keeping his attention on the beast.


He recognized the thing, or at least its general form, as an Outsider—one of the monsters he had fought underneath the imperial dome of Izet, when he had lost his wife, Winter. This one stood three times the height of a human, its body muscled and sinewy beneath slick black skin. It balanced on two thickly muscled hind legs, and its long arms ended in curved claws the size of Knot’s arms. Its massive head was oversized for the sinewy neck, with jaws and teeth so large they seemed to weigh the creature down, hunching it over. The creature swerved its head, empty black eyes observing the crowd around it, and dropped its jaw to emit a terrible sound between a roar and a scream.


Questions raced through Knot’s mind. The last time he’d seen one of these monsters, Azael had been close. Was he here now? Would more Outsiders follow?


But he had no time to consider them.


“Astrid!” Knot shouted, keeping his eye on the Outsider. The monster took a step forward, and the vibration of it echoed up through Knot’s bones.


Why was that girl never around when he—


“I’m here, nomad.”


Knot looked down. The girl stood at his side. That was



something, at least. A large hooded cloak shielding her from sunlight. He looked back at the Outsider.


“How are we going to fight this thing?” she asked.


“Was hoping you’d have an idea,” Knot said. They continued to back slowly away.


“You think it’ll wait ’til nightfall?”


Knot grunted. The last time they’d faced Outsiders, Astrid had been at her strongest, and he’d had access to telesis. What limited ability he had now, after his healing, wouldn’t possibly damage the beast before them, and Astrid, while she was still strong, would not be nearly as powerful as she was at night.


“We could ask nicely,” Astrid said.


The Outsider roared again, its gaze fixed on Knot and Astrid. Knot heard footsteps behind him, and glanced back to see Eward approaching. The Prelates stood in formation behind him, an unmoving wall amidst the fleeing Odenites.


“Orders?” Eward asked.


“Archers only,” Knot said. “Line them up. Fire on the creature whenever you have a clear shot.” The Prelates made good footmen, but he had not trained them to handle anything like this. Better that he and Astrid made the front line.


Knot could tell Eward wanted to argue, but the lad raced back to his line. He’d learned not to argue during combat.


The ground trembled as the massive beast rushed towards them.


“Flank it,” Knot said to Astrid. “Give the archers space.”


Astrid sprinted to the left, cloak billowing behind her, and Knot moved to the right, sword drawn. While Astrid’s preferred weapons were her claws, she couldn’t extend them in the daytime. Instead she wielded two short swords, one gripped in each hand.




Eward shouted behind them, and a volley of arrows hissed through the air, striking the Outsider’s armored skin. Most glanced away, but a few plunged through.


The creature did not scream, and did not falter in its charge. Knot remembered the last time they’d faced Outsiders, and how much damage it had taken to bring one down. A single Outsider had demolished an entire squad of Rodenese Reapers—the emperor’s elite soldiers—in moments. If this one got to the Prelates, it would massacre them. He and Astrid had to keep the thing distracted.


The Outsider lunged for Knot first. He dodged a swipe of the monster’s massive claw, then rolled out of the way to narrowly escape being trampled by its feet. The Outsider screamed as Astrid leapt atop it, plunging her swords into its back. A high-pitched roar of pain pierced the air, and it bucked her across the field. She rolled to a stop, not moving.


The monster kicked Knot squarely in the chest with one of its feet before he could react. The impact sent him flying backwards, sliding along the grass. Knot gasped, regaining his breath with effort. The Outsider turned, moving in Astrid’s direction just as another volley of arrows hailed down on the thing from behind. Knot wasn’t sure the arrows had any effect; the creature barely flinched, and continued sauntering towards Astrid, lying still on the grass.


Knot sprinted forward, a growl forming in his chest. The Outsider was almost upon the vampire, raising one leg to stomp down. Knot reached her just in time, sweeping her up and out of the way as the ground shook beneath them. Cradling Astrid in one arm, he turned and thrust his sword through the monster’s side. He withdrew the blade quickly, slashing upwards, but the Outsider parried with one monstrous claw



and Knot nearly lost his grip on his sword.


Astrid groaned, stirring, but Knot couldn’t set her down. She was still disoriented, and she’d be an easy target. Instead, he kept his grip on the girl, dodging swipe after swipe from the Outsider’s claws. The monster wasn’t slowing down. If Astrid didn’t get her senses back soon, they’d both be dead. And being at such close quarters with the monster wasn’t helping—the Prelates could not fire without risk of hitting Knot and Astrid.


Knot’s muscles strained as he narrowly escaped another slash of the monster’s claws. He stabbed up again with his sword, but the monster snaked out of the way. The thing was fast, especially for its size. Knot didn’t remember the Outsiders he’d fought in Roden being this fast.


He dodged again, then sprinted away as fast as he could, hoping to give Eward’s archers a chance to get another volley in. Arrows hissed through the air, thudding into the monster’s hide and the grass around it.


“What’d I miss?” Astrid asked.


Knot looked down at her long enough to see her eyes open.


“Can you stand?”


The Outsider rushed at them again, and Knot’s muscles tensed.


“Give me your sword,” Astrid said.


Knot dodged and parried another attack from the Outsider.


“I don’t think—”


“Those stupid short swords of mine aren’t enough, nomad. Give me your sword.”


Knot didn’t argue further. He let her take the sword, and she shifted in his arms just as the Outsider charged again. Then, the girl kicked off of his chest, springing directly at the charging Outsider, cloak flapping in her wake, a sword as long as she was



tall held in both hands. The force of Astrid’s leap pushed Knot backwards into the grass.


With a shout, Astrid buried the sword in the creature’s torso. Gripping the handle, she swung her feet forward and planted them on either side of the sword. The beast thrashed angrily, trying to smash Astrid against its chest, but the girl was too quick, even in the sunlight. She yanked the sword out of the beast in a flying leap. A spray of blood arced out as Astrid twisted in midair and brought the sword down to sever a flailing monstrous arm. The massive claw fell to the ground in another shower of bright blood.


Knot leapt to his feet. Astrid’s frenzied attack on the Outsider had taken only a few seconds. And yet, while the Outsider was clearly enraged at the fact that one claw was no longer attached to its body, it did not seem otherwise deterred.


Knot drew the dagger from his belt, but he knew the weapon would be useless. Then, he saw one of Astrid’s short swords nearby on the grass, and sprinted to pick it up.


Another volley of arrows hissed through the air, piercing the Outsider, and this attack finally seemed to affect the thing. It stumbled as the arrows struck, one leg buckling beneath it. But, just as quickly, the monster regained its balance, and turned its attention back to Astrid.


As Knot approached, everything seemed to slow around him. The Outsider slashed at Astrid with its one good claw, both forms moving sluggishly. For the first time, Knot looked into its eyes. Deep, dark pits, unfathomably black. Lifeless and dead. And yet… not entirely so. For a brief moment, Knot thought he saw a flicker in the Outsider’s eyes.


If there was one thing Knot had learned to recognize in a look, it was fear.




The monster swiped at the girl again, and Astrid dodged. Her movements were easier, less frantic now that the monster was short a claw. The Outsider stomped again, roaring at Astrid so loudly Knot’s ears rang, but the girl was not fazed. She twirled around the monster’s next attack, slicing the back of its leg with Knot’s sword. The Outsider buckled and fell. Astrid followed immediately, plunging the sword through the thing’s skull again and again.


Finally, the Outsider was still.


Knot rushed to Astrid’s side, short sword gripped in one fist.


“Dead?”


Astrid, covered in blood, kicked the thing’s head, which didn’t budge—it was easily twice the size of the girl. She grunted. “That was supposed to be more dramatic.” She looked up at Knot. “But yes, I think it’s dead.”


Knot glanced up, worried he might see the portal still open, shimmering darkly, but he saw nothing.


“Why only one? Why not others, like in Izet?”


Astrid adjusted her hood to cover more of her face. Knot noticed scars there, already fading; she’d been touched by the sun during the fight. “When someone gifts you a horse, nomad, you don’t ask after the shape of its teeth.”


Knot squatted down to get a better look at the thing. He’d never seen one up close. In Izet, he’d passed out before the battle had ended. Next thing he knew, Astrid was helping him escape, the Outsider bodies buried in rubble behind them.


The Outsider bodies, Reaper bodies, and Lian and Winter, too. All buried somewhere behind them.


Knot shook himself, and took a closer look. The creature’s skin was black, so smooth it almost shone in the sunlight. Truth



was, now that he was looking closer, there wasn’t much more to see. No scars, no marks whatsoever that Knot could discern.


“We need to talk with the disciples,” Knot said. He had no idea what they were going to do with the body.
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CINZIA CAUTIOUSLY APPROACHED KNOT and Astrid. Jane and the other disciples were rounding up and calming the panicked, scattered crowd of Odenites—in the chaos many had run into the forest, while others had even rushed the Sons of Canta at Kirlan’s gate. Fortunately, while the Sons had barred any Odenites from entering, they had kept their word and refrained from seriously harming anyone.


The Odenites, it seemed, would be all right. Cinzia was much more worried about the possibility of this—whatever it was—happening again.


Cinzia eyed the monster’s sleek black body, unmoving in the soil, now muddied with blood. “Is it…?”


Knot looked up at her. “Dead. But best keep your distance for now.”


Cinzia looked back at where she’d left Arven, in Elessa’s care. The young woman had not said a word since the man had killed himself in front of her. Cinzia could not blame her. She, too, was shaken by the whole thing. First the man’s violent suicide, and then this monster emerging in the light of noonday, of all things. That it happened in the sunlight made it seem all the worse. Things like Astrid, at least, were not as menacing in the sun. What was different with this creature?


Miraculously, other than a few minor injuries, it seemed



the Odenites had escaped mostly unharmed. Knot, Astrid, and the quick reaction of the guard force had saved them. And yet, despite the relief Cinzia felt at the fact that everyone was still safe, that Astrid and Knot had defeated this monster, another feeling expanded, burning and wild in her chest.


Anger.


“What was that thing?” she asked, keeping her emotions in check with some effort.


Knot and Astrid looked at one another.


“I do not have the patience for you to pretend you do not know.”


Knot’s jaw was clenched tightly before he answered. “One of the monsters we encountered in Izet. An Outsider—that’s what Astrid calls them. Don’t know much more than that.” He looked pointedly at Astrid. “Do you?”


Astrid shrugged. She had wiped the blood from her face, but messy smears still remained. “There are daemons even daemons fear. This is one of them.”


“And yet you defeated it,” Cinzia said. “And not even at night. Is that really something to fear?”


Astrid scowled, but Cinzia did not care. Now was not the time to be cryptic.


“Just because we killed one of the things does not mean I don’t fear them,” Astrid said quietly. “And… I’m less worried about the Outsiders themselves, and far more about what they serve.”


“Azael,” Cinzia whispered. A voice, deep and rumbling, echoed in her mind.


You will all die screaming, and I will watch, and take pleasure in it.


She remembered Kovac’s eyes, leaking iridescent green smoke.




“How is it possible,” Cinzia asked through gritted teeth, “that we know so little about him?”


“About who?”


Cinzia turned to see Jane approaching, Ocrestia and Baetrissa trailing behind her.


“Azael, the Fear Lord,” Cinzia said.


Astrid coughed. “Not sure saying his name is the greatest idea.”


Cinzia wanted to spit. “What difference does it make whether I say his name or not? If he wanted to be here, to kill us, he would.” Cinzia wanted to believe what she said was true, but she really had no idea. Was she provoking an unknown force? And yet, at the same time, she could hardly control her anger. Just when she thought they were making progress, they had run into the blockade. And now this.


“The Lord of the Nine Daemons?” Jane asked. “Was this his doing?”


Cinzia nodded to Astrid. “She seems to think so.”


Astrid raised her hands, palms forward. “Just saying what comes to mind.”


“That man who killed himself… he had just arrived in the camp?” Jane asked.


“That is what Arven said.” Cinzia hoped the young woman was all right. “But our numbers grow at an unmanageable rate. Arven updates our records daily, but even she cannot keep them updated quickly enough. He may have been with us for some time.”


“We need to interrogate Arven,” Jane said. “See if we can figure out the identity of this man. See if anyone else in the camp knew him, who he associated with, where he came from.”


Cinzia’s anger flared. “The man just slit his throat in front



of her, Jane. Did you not see Arven’s face? Her hair, her hands, her clothes covered in this man’s blood? Give the girl a break, for Canta’s sake.”


“We will give her the time she needs to recover,” Jane said. “But we must find the truth.”


Cinzia could not argue with that. Her emotions were getting the best of her.


“What connection exists between what the man did to himself, and the daemon that emerged?” Jane wondered.


“We saw the same thing in Izet,” Knot said. “Not sure what exactly happened, but there was a connection with the Ceno order.” He glanced at Astrid. “And with blood, too.”


“It’s always blood,” the girl muttered.


“Could this happen again?” Jane asked.


“No way to tell,” Knot replied. “In Izet, the Tokal-Ceno… he needed both royal blood and tiellan blood. The man who killed himself today was human, and wasn’t no king I’ve ever heard of.”


“But only one Outsider appeared today,” Astrid said. “In Izet, there were half a dozen at least, not to mention that huge bastard that appeared at the last.”


Knot crossed his arms in front of his chest. “And Azael was there, too. Wasn’t here today.”


“Not that we know of,” Cinzia added. She had yet to tell anyone about her encounter with Azael after the Kamite battle. She had killed the man Azael had possessed. He might have been dying anyway, but Cinzia did not know that for a certainty. Just thinking of the event made her feel hot with shame. There was no way she could tell Jane. She wanted to tell Knot, but she had yet to find a good time to do it.


“Is there anything else we can do to protect ourselves from another event like this?” Jane asked.




Knot shrugged. “Getting that information from Arven is a start. Maybe assigning more people to help her. We could train the Prelates in some specific tactics that might help in taking another one of these things down. Other than that, ain’t sure what else we can do.”


“Then in the meantime, I suppose the rest of us should occupy ourselves with this blockade problem,” Jane mused. “Ocrestia, do you—”


“Jane,” Cinzia said firmly, interrupting her sister.


Cinzia felt Jane’s eyes rest on her, wide and expectant.


“We cannot continue to ignore the problem behind all of this,” Cinzia said, voice straining with the effort of keeping herself calm.


Jane let out a heavy sigh. “I believe our best hope of addressing that problem awaits us in Triah.”


“I do not agree,” Cinzia said.


The others around them were silent. It was the first time any of them had openly expressed such direct dissent against Jane.


Well, it’s about bloody time, Cinzia thought. And yet she was surprised to find herself so ardently on the attack. She, too, had experienced Canta’s power recently. She had healed her own father. They had nearly finished translating the Codex, too. All things considered, she had witnessed miracles.


But she had witnessed horrors, as well. Horrors they still had no means to understand, let alone deal with.


“We are nearly finished with the translation,” Cinzia said. “We need to finish it. See if there is anything in the Codex that can help us with the Nine Daemons, anything other than the scraps we’ve already found.”


“On that, at least, we agree,” Jane said.




That was the easier of her two suggestions. “We also continue to ignore the Beldam’s splinter group. They’ve traveled behind us since we left Harmoth, but we’ve hardly acknowledged them, let alone done anything about them.” The Beldam, an eccentric old woman who had once been a prominent member of the Odenites, had nevertheless seemed to have her own agenda— including “getting rid of all the tiellans,” as she’d put it—and preached as much to the Odenites. Cinzia had approached the woman with an ultimatum, a deal, that if the Beldam shared what she knew of the Nine Daemons and stopped her campaign against the tiellans, Cinzia and Jane would offer protection from the Nine as best they could. But the Beldam had broken that arrangement, holding secret meetings where she still postured against the tiellans, eventually leading a group of Odenites who agreed with her on that count away from the Church of Canta.


Then, the Beldam had left, taking a few hundred Odenites with her. They had not gone far, however, and had eventually followed the Odenites all the way down Khale’s eastern coast, always keeping their distance, but always within sight.


Jane pursed her lips. “We’ve already tried dealing with the Beldam once, and it did not work.”


“Dealing with her, one way or another, can come later,” Cinzia said. “Right now, I think we need to work with her. The Beldam broke her part of the deal, but she has still been following us. I would wager she still thinks we can protect her.”


“You really want to ally yourself with her, of all people?” Ocrestia asked. So far, Ocrestia was the only tiellan appointed as one of Jane’s disciples, despite more than a third of the Odenites being tiellan.


Cinzia’s heart softened just slightly. “I do not agree with her, Ocrestia. But I think she may have knowledge we need.



We need to talk with her. Beyond that, there is no place in this movement for that woman or her philosophies.”


Ocrestia said nothing to that, and Cinzia could not tell how her explanation was met.


The Beldam wanted to annihilate Ocrestia’s people, yet Cinzia wanted to deal with the Beldam. Cinzia could not imagine how that must make Ocrestia feel. But Cinzia needed to do this. She needed to find out more about the Nine Daemons, and she would go to any lengths to do it. They had other problems, to be sure, and she hoped Jane and the others could do their part to get them through what lay ahead.


But this was what she was going to do. This was what she needed to do. No one would convince her otherwise.
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