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FOR RACHEL




PROLOGUE


170th year of the People’s Age, The Gulf of Nahl


BAHC STOOD AT THE bow of his fishing boat, clutching a small oil lamp. Its light pressed against the night, illuminating the large white snowflakes around him. In the distance the flakes were dimmer, floating through black sky and into blacker ocean, disappearing into calm, cold swells.


Bahc breathed in, licking salt from his lips. He loved the taste of the sea after a storm. He removed a glove and patted the rail of The Swordsmith’s Daughter, feeling the cold grain of the wood. Bahc had designed and built the boat himself, with the help of the other tiellans in Pranna, years ago. When times were different.


Behind him, the deck creaked.


“Just like that, eh?” Gord said.


Bahc looked over his shoulder. Gord also carried a lantern, and his huge frame—massive for a tiellan—cast a long shadow behind him. He wore coarse wool and rugged furs, and his long, thick beard was frosty with ice.


Bahc lifted his wide-brimmed hat up to get a better look at the water. “Aye,” he said. “Just like that.”


“Least it’s in our wake, now.”


“We’re lost, Gord. We’re not in the clear, yet.”


Gord leaned against the boat’s railing. His breath formed clouds of mist against the cold. “Figured. Now it’s just us waitin’ for the stars to show themselves again, eh?”


“Aye. We drift, for now, and hope we don’t end up somewhere we aren’t supposed to be.”


Bahc turned. He was about to go below decks to tell the rest of the crew, when something made him stop and turn back. He looked out at the blackness. Dark water, dark sky.


But not all dark.


In the distance, a bright blue light flickered on the water. Bahc’s gut clenched.


“Put out your lamp, Gord,” he murmured. He was already snuffing out his own.


“D’you think they saw us?” Gord asked, barely above a whisper.


“I don’t know,” Bahc said, grinding his teeth. “There’s some distance between us. Our lights aren’t bright. But the night is clearing up.”


“The wind’s at their backs,” Gord said.


It was true. If the vessel emitting the eerie blue light visible off the starboard bow had seen them and wanted to pursue, the wind would bring it straight to The Swordsmith’s Daughter.


“Then we’d best put it at ours,” Bahc said.


“On our way, then?” Gord was already moving to the mainmast.


“Aye. Straight away from them.” Bahc walked towards the cabin. “I’ll wake the others. We’ll need every hand.”


“Cap’n,” Gord said. Bahc looked over his shoulder. His crew didn’t use formalities much on his boat, on his own insistence. But when waters got rough, there was comfort in a chain of command.


“D’you hear that?” Gord’s head was cocked to the side.


Bahc heard nothing at first. But then there it was, soft as the falling snow. A small, rhythmic thud, in time with the water lapping against the boat.


He frowned, walked back to the bow and looked over the side. Something gently brushed against the hull. Bahc squinted in the dark.


It was a body.


Bahc cursed. “Prepare the winch. Try to bring him aboard. I’ll get the others.”


“You sure?” Gord asked. “Nobody can survive for more’n a few minutes in these waters. He don’t look too fresh.”


“Get him aboard,” Bahc said. “That’s an order.”


* * *


The body fell to the deck with a dull thump. Bahc stared at it, conscious of his crew doing the same. The paleness of the skin, practically blue in the darkness, meant the cold had probably already done its work. But, given the two long, thick arrow shafts jutting from the body, the cold seemed the least of this man’s worries.


Bahc saw that his daughter, Winter, was also staring at the corpse. He wished he hadn’t brought her. Twenty summers or not, he didn’t want her to see the lifeless form.


Not lifeless, Bahc realized. The body—the man—was shivering.


“Shit,” Gord muttered. “Is he…”


The man coughed violently, and vomited a stream of water onto the deck.


“Gord, take the helm,” Bahc said. “Get us out of here.” He turned to the body. The man. “Lian, help me get him below into the galley.”


“Papa, what are you doing?”


Bahc closed his eyes. Winter. She was involved now, there was no helping it. Bahc thought once again of the flickering blue light in the distance. He could dump the body and leave; this man was as good as dead, anyway.


Instead he opened his eyes, and reached down for the man’s legs. Lian, the youngest crew member, was already lifting the man’s arms.


His daughter had seen enough death. Today, at least, she would not see another.


“We’re going to save his life,” Bahc said.


* * *


After a few hours, the man’s color began to return. That was good. This wasn’t the most extreme case of cold Bahc had seen, but the arrow wounds were serious. Bahc, with Lian’s help, had removed the shafts and cleansed the wounds with fire; the acrid smell of burning flesh still lingered. They had warmed the man, removing their own clothing and huddling with him on the floor underneath a half-dozen thick wool blankets, near the furnace in the corner of the galley. Lian had objected at first—said he didn’t want to go skin to skin with a human—but it was the only way Bahc knew to warm someone this far gone. Decades of fishing in the Gulf of Nahl had taught Bahc the effects of such cold. Massaging limbs and hot water never worked. You had to warm their blood at the source. Had to warm their heart. Even after all that, Bahc wasn’t sure this man would make it.


Or themselves, for that matter. Bahc couldn’t stop thinking of what might be chasing them. The blue light in the distance. His crew had gotten them moving quickly, and Gord had checked in twice now to report. There was no sign of pursuit.


But still, Bahc worried. Mostly about Winter.


Bahc put his hand to the man’s chest. The man’s skin felt warmer than before. He touched his fingers. They were cool, but no longer ice-cold. Bahc pushed off the blankets and stood up.


“Get dressed,” he told Lian, reaching for his trousers. “We still have work to do.”


Lian nodded. Once they were dressed they lifted the man from the makeshift bed and placed him on the table that stood in the center of the galley.


Behind Bahc, the door opened.


“Think we’re clear, Cap’n,” Gord said.


Bahc relaxed. “You have a bearing?”


“Aye. We glimpsed the stars just for a moment, but Winter got a good look. Should be moving due south now, and dawn’ll confirm that.”


Bahc nodded, and looked back down at the man. His skin had gone from almost blue to pale white, which made it easier to see the cuts, bruises, and old scars that covered his body.


Gord remained at the doorway, staring at the man on the table.


“How’s he doin’, eh?”


“As well as he can be. His color is returning, but that doesn’t mean much, given his other injuries.” Bahc frowned. Gord still stood halfway in the doorway. “Get out and close the door, Gord. You’re letting the cold in.”


Bahc turned back to the table. Just as he was about to ask Lian to refill the bucket with more hot water, the man on the table twitched, and then the whole room was a whirlwind of movement.


It took a moment for him to realize what had happened. Bahc found he’d been spun round from the table to face the doorway again, and the jagged end of one of the broken arrow shafts was pressed into the skin of his neck, a strong arm immobilizing him. The man had moved so quickly. The metal pan that held the other shaft and arrowheads clattered to the floor.


No one moved. Bahc blinked. He could just see Lian’s shocked face out of the corner of his eye. Gord, still in the doorway, took a slow step forward, hand creeping to the dagger at his belt.


The arrow shaft pressed forcefully against Bahc’s throat.


“Don’t m-move,” the man rasped in a cracked whisper. Bahc felt the man’s hot breath in his ear. “Who are you?”


“We’re not going to hurt you,” Bahc said, trying to keep calm.


The man trembled. “I d-don’t… I don’t remember…” he rasped.


The door slammed shut behind Gord. There was no one near the door, at least not inside the room. Bahc wondered whether Winter had found her way down, and prayed she had not. Whatever was going on, he didn’t want her to have any part in it.


“What in Oblivion…” Gord grunted, looking at the door that had slammed behind him.


A bucket flew across the room, whizzing past Gord’s head and crashing into the wall. Bahc would have thought someone had thrown it, but it had come from the corner of the room where neither he nor Lian nor the man were standing.


Bahc felt the man’s grasp—and the pressure from the arrow shaft—slacken for the briefest moment. Then the room erupted into chaos.


Tin cups and wooden spoons streaked from wall to wall, propelled by nothing. The pliers Bahc had used to remove the arrow shafts flew upwards, embedding themselves nose-first in the ceiling. A box of fishhooks Bahc had set out earlier to clean shattered; Bahc shut his eyes as the hooks exploded in all directions. The table the man had been lying on shook violently, creaking against the bolts that held it to the floor.


Bahc looked around. Gord had dropped as soon as the bucket flew past. Lian lay on the floor on the other side of the table, not moving.


Bahc felt himself freed from the man’s grasp. He turned slowly. The man wobbled, his hands at his sides. He still clutched the arrow tightly in one fist. Bahc took a step away as he saw the man’s eyes roll back. Only the whites showed, shining in the lamplight. His face contorted in pain and confusion. Then he fell, his strangled shriek ringing in Bahc’s ears, and all movement stopped. Objects flying through midair dropped to the floor.


Bahc stood, breathing heavily. What he had just seen was impossible. Or at least it should be. But he had seen it once before. The day his daughter was born.


The night his wife died.


Gord rose to his feet slowly, muttering something about ghosts. Lian moaned softly. The stranger lay crumpled, chin resting on his chest, eyes closed. Peaceful, as if he’d fallen asleep.


“We tell no one,” Bahc whispered, looking around at the mess: utensils everywhere, hooks embedded in walls, containers overturned. “No one.”


Gord nodded, slowly. “What about Lian?”


“I’ll talk to him.” They couldn’t let this get out. It was too dangerous. No one—human or tiellan—would understand.


“What’re we going to do?” Gord asked, looking around the room nervously.


“Bind the man,” Bahc said, retrieving a few long scraps of leather that had been scattered on the floor in the chaos, and handing them to Gord. “And then…”


He trailed off as the stranger groaned.


Bahc sighed. He had made up his mind. “Then,” he said, “we take him back to Pranna.”
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One year later, Pranna, northern Khale


AFTER SHE HAD BATHED and dressed, Winter slipped quietly out of the house into the bleak morning light. She wasn’t sure if her father was up yet, but Cantic tradition dictated that the bride should not have any contact with the men in her family, or the groom, until the ceremony.


“The bride,” Winter whispered to herself. Sometimes she just had to hear herself say a thing to believe it.


She tried again. “I’m getting married.” She had thought the idea might finally sink in on the day it happened, but apparently not. Marriage still seemed as foreign to her as air to a fish.


Winter looked back at her family’s small cottage, wondering if she shouldn’t find her father, anyway. They didn’t put much stock in religion, not anymore. But seeing him would be awkward, and provoke a conversation that she wasn’t sure she could face quite yet. She didn’t know how to tell him what was in her heart. She wasn’t sure she understood it herself.


Deep, slow breaths were the key. They always were.


She shivered in the crisp air and kept walking. It was cold, but not as cold as Pranna could be in the middle of the long winter. The sun hid behind a wall of gray clouds; the threat of snow loomed on the horizon.


Cantic tradition also stated that, the morning of the wedding, the bride was to have a Doting—to be given gifts by those closest to her. Since most tiellans had already left Pranna, that left precious few. One old king’s abdication and act of emancipation one hundred and seventy-one years ago had still not erased a millennium of slavery. Old prejudices ran deep. Tiellans were shorter than humans, with slender, pointed ears, larger eyes, and rarely grew hair on their bodies, except for the tops of their heads. Of course, after centuries of interbreeding there were exceptions, Gord being one of them with his unusually tall build and full beard.


Winter still did not understand how such minor differences caused such great conflict. But the results were clear enough: Gord and his brother Dent, Lian and his family, and Darrin and Eranda and their children were the only tiellans who remained in Pranna besides Winter and her father. The fact that so many had left weighed on Winter’s heart; tiellans were always reluctant to leave their homes.


“Not always,” Winter whispered to herself, glancing at the sea in the distance.


Her Doting was supposed to be at Darrin and Eranda’s home, but Winter stopped at the small intersection in the road ahead. To her right, not far down the dirt road, was Darrin and Eranda’s hut and the few friends she had in the world. To her left, the Big Hill ran down to the Gulf of Nahl. She saw the dock, and her father’s boat, far below. One path offered duty and those who loved her; the other offered freedom and the beautiful terror of uncertainty.


Winter paused, even though she already knew her choice. She allowed herself to imagine, briefly, leaving everything behind. She had never felt at home in Pranna. She didn’t know why. Even with her friends, sometimes even with her father, she never felt whole. A piece of her had always been missing, and she had never known what it was, or how to get it back.


She imagined herself at the helm of her own ship. A small crew to call her own. Perhaps a lover. Perhaps not.


And she imagined that life crashing down all around her. There wasn’t much room in the Sfaera for the tiellan race anymore, and even less room for a tiellan woman.


What makes you think you’d fit in any better on a ship, away from Pranna, than you do here? Winter shook her head. It was a useless daydream.


With a sigh that she could see in the cold air, Winter pulled her cloak more tightly around her and took the right-hand fork.


* * *


“Ready to give your life away to a human?” Lian asked her, when they finally found a moment alone during the Doting. Lian spoke with a leisurely, lilting drawl, like most tiellans. Winter did not, because of her father. “The language of captivity,” he called it.


Lian’s parents and Darrin and Eranda were momentarily distracted with talk of more tiellan persecution in the nearby city of Cineste when Lian had sat beside her, near the fire. Winter had been listening to the others talk. She loved these people, but did not know how to show it. More often than not, she found herself simply observing, as she did now. Even at her own Doting.


Turning to Lian, Winter couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic or genuine. Probably both; he was smiling, but the expression didn’t reach his eyes.


“Knot is a good man,” Winter said, though the words felt worn from frequent use. “Humans aren’t all bad, you know.”


“Right. It’s just that you’re marrying one, is all.”


“I don’t trust humans, but that doesn’t mean I hate them. You’re much better at that than I am.”


Lian’s eyebrows rose. “But this one you trust?”


Winter didn’t say anything. Trust had always been a rare commodity for her. She suspected it was the same for every tiellan. Humans cheated you, betrayed you, and would take everything you owned if you let them. Some tiellans would do the same. If she was honest, Winter only trusted a few people: herself, and her father, certainly. Gord, Darrin and Eranda, and Lian, too. Knot… Knot was not yet close enough to count.


They sat in silence for a moment. The others’ chatter seemed distant in the background.


Winter knew what was coming. “Please don’t ask me again,” she pleaded. She wasn’t sure she could take it. Not today.


“Still haven’t given me a straight answer,” Lian said. “I’ll keep askin’ ’til you do.”


“The advantages are clear. Any tiellan who marries a human is better off, no matter who that human is.”


“Even if that particular human has no idea who he is or where he came from?”


Winter frowned. She hated this conversation for a reason. Part of her agreed with Lian; what she was doing was difficult to justify. And yet, if Knot could take her away from Pranna, Winter might have a chance to really live—not just waste away in a dying town. Even if Knot wasn’t the man she imagined, she could cope if it meant getting away. She was a tiellan, after all. She could endure, if she had to.


And, perhaps, if she left, she might find somewhere she belonged.


“D’you remember that time you nearly drowned?” Lian must have grown weary of her silence. “That summer, when we were young.”


Winter blinked at the question, but couldn’t stop her lips twitching into a grin, however slight. “Which one?” she asked.


Lian smirked. “I suppose nearly drowning was pretty common for us back then.” He looked into her eyes. “You know the time I mean.”


Winter did know. She had only been eight or nine, playing on the dock with an earring of her mother’s, taken from her father’s room without his knowledge. The earring had slipped through Winter’s fingers, between the boards of the dock, and into the water below.


Winter remembered not thinking about what she did next. She just did it. She jumped into the water and started searching for the earring. She remembered diving in, coming up for air, diving down again. There hadn’t been much daylight left, the water was murky, and Winter had hardly been able to see anything. Each time she went down her hands dug into the mud at the bottom, but came up with nothing. She didn’t know how long she surfaced and dived again, but she remembered the panicked constriction in her chest, and the tears mixing with seawater on her face.


The sun set, the water grew colder, but still she continued, even when her muscles began to cramp. Looking back, Winter couldn’t say what had come over her. In that moment, all she knew was the need to find the earring. There had been nothing else.


Lian finally found her, shivering and spluttering, about to dive once more. To this day, Lian swore it would have been her last dive. He jumped in just as she went down. He took hold of her, and pulled her to the surface.


Clutched in her hand had been her mother’s earring.


She looked at Lian. “Are you angling for another thank you?”


He laughed. “No. Just wanted you to remember. Sometimes you think you need a thing, you fixate on it, and you don’t know when to give up. But that’s the best thing you can do, sometimes—let a thing go. Just wish you knew when to do it.”


“Me too,” Winter whispered.


Then suddenly Lian reached out, brushing a strand of hair from her face.


Her hand snapped up, gripping his.


“Don’t.” Winter lowered their hands, his in hers, gently. Friendly affection was one thing, but this was her Doting, for Canta’s sake. And the touch reminded her of a time she wasn’t interested in revisiting.


“Sorry,” he mumbled, and seemed to mean it.


“So am I,” she said, but knew she didn’t.


* * *


The Doting went as well as Winter could have expected. The small cottage smelled of fresh bread and cinnamon, smells that reminded her of her mother. Silly, that anything should remind her of a woman she had never known, but it was true all the same.


The gifts Winter received were plain, but meaningful. A traditional tiellan siara of beautiful white wool, a small woodcarving of a man and woman standing close together, a black-stone necklace to bring out her dark eyes, and a swaddling cloth that made her cringe at the thought of having a child.


Then, too soon, a knock came at the door. Three Cantic disciples in red and white robes stood outside. The women—humans, all three—made Winter nervous. Humans always did, though she tried to hide it. Winter looked down at her dress, coarse brown wool that covered her from to wrists to ankles, and the grey siara she wore, a long loop of fabric wrapped in folds around her neck and shoulders. A stark contrast to the sleeker, form-fitting dresses and exposed necklines of the human women before her.


Winter felt a stab of disappointment that there were only three. Cantic tradition called for nine disciples of the Denomination to escort new brides to their Washing; nine to represent the original disciples of Canta. Winter wasn’t sure if there were only three because the town population had decreased so dramatically, or because she was tiellan and the disciples didn’t think she merited a full escort. Her disappointment surprised Winter. It was a detail she had never thought would mean much to her.


She felt a sudden surge of panic, a great weight locked away within her chest threatening to break free. This wasn’t what she wanted.


Then the feeling passed. She would do what was required.


Winter said her goodbyes to her friends, the last time she would see them as Danica Winter Cordier, daughter of Bahc the fisherman. Whether she wanted it or not, change was coming.


* * *


“Can it be? My little girl is really getting married?”


Winter smiled as her father walked into the Maiden’s Room. Fathers were the only males allowed in the area, and only right before the ceremony. Winter was alone; the three disciples had left to prepare the chapel.


Despite her misgivings, Winter adored how handsome her father looked. He wore his only formal suit: loose, faded gray trousers and dark-blue overcoat in the old fashion. So different than his normal furs and wool—his fisherman’s clothing.


“Hi, Papa.”


She felt his arms around her, his tanned, smooth cheek against hers.


They separated, and she let him look at her. Her raven-dark hair was tied with a bow behind her head, and the disciples had seen fit to place the black-stone necklace she had received around her neck, matching the deep blackness of her eyes.


Winter had changed into a red dress, the only article of clothing her father had kept of her mother’s. It was simple dyed wool, but the fabric was fine and cascaded over Winter’s thin frame elegantly. The sleeves reached her wrists and the fabric covered her neck, but this dress actually fit her, hugging her hips and chest tightly. It was technically within tiellan standards, but at the same time whispered subversion. Winter imagined her mother wearing it years ago, and the outrage it must have caused the tiellan elders and matriarchs. The thought made her smile.


She waited for her father to speak, wondering if he would. Her father was never much for words.


“Your eyes are your mother’s,” he finally managed. “Dark as the sea at midnight.”


She smiled, trying to keep the sadness from her face. “So you’ve told me, once or twice before.”


“She would be proud of you, Winter.”


Would she? From what her father had told her, her mother had always been an independent woman. Winter wasn’t sure her mother would approve of her daughter giving up so easily.


“I hope so.”


Her father sighed, and waved a hand. “Bah. Enough, Winter. I know you’re not happy about this. I know this isn’t what you wanted.”


Winter stared at her father. “You do?”


“Of course I know. You think I can’t tell when my daughter is trying to suffer in silence? You are just like your mother, that way. I know you have concerns. But Knot is a good man. He’s not the type of human that would… he’s a good man, Winter. He’ll take care of you. He’ll give you a life that I never could.”


What he said was true. Even someone like Knot, with so little, could give her so much. If they moved to the city, somewhere they could make a fresh start…


“What if I don’t want that life? What if the life I want is exactly the one you can give me? Or Lian? What if I want to make my own life, Father?”


“Goddess rising, you are so like her it’s amazing,” her father said.


Winter sat down. Even as she said the words, she knew it wasn’t possible. There was no making her own life. Knot was her only chance. She needed him.


“Here’s the thing,” her father said, taking her hands in his. “You’re marrying this man. There’s no stopping that. But you haven’t signed your life away. It is what you make of it. Knot may surprise us all and turn out a tyrant; if that’s the case, you have my permission to murder him in the night and escape to make a life of your own.”


Winter smiled, although the joke was uncomfortably close to a few situations she had heard of in the city.


“But I don’t think that will be the case,” her father continued. “I think he’ll want you to be happy, and I think he’ll want to help you do whatever you need to find that happiness. Don’t underestimate that bond, my dear. Marriage, done right, can be much more freeing than we give it credit for. I think the two of you need each other.”


Winter was about to ask what her father meant by that when a knock sounded on the door. “Holy Canta calls her maidservant,” a woman’s voice said. “Will she answer?”


The priestess was ready.


Winter glanced at her reflection in the small looking glass opposite her. The girl who gazed back at her was confident, calm. That girl could almost be happy. Could almost believe what her father was telling her.


“Winter,” Bahc said, “today is your day. Accept your own happiness.”


Winter cleared her throat. “She will answer,” she called, in response to the priestess’s summons. She turned and walked towards the door, pausing to kiss her father on the cheek.


“I love you, Papa,” she said. Then she opened the door, and walked into the chapel.


* * *


She did not flinch as the small dagger slit her palm.


“And do you, Danica Winter Cordier, covenant through blood and in the presence of Holy Canta that you will give yourself to Knot now and forever, through frost and fire, storm and calm, light and dark, dusk and dawn and throughout the turning of time?”


“I so covenant, by my blood,” Winter said. The priestess, a rotund woman in her middle years, looked approvingly down at her from a large square pedestal. She took Winter’s hand and placed it in Knot’s. He had received a similar wound moments before.


Winter looked at Knot. He wasn’t smiling, but Winter knew him well enough to know that he wouldn’t. But he was content. His eyes were peaceful.


“By the power of the Nine, whom Canta chose,” the priestess continued, “whose power flows in me, I bestow these blessings upon you.”


The words buzzed in Winter’s head, and she found it difficult to concentrate. She was new, now. For better or worse, her life would be forever different.


“That you will love one another,” the priestess said.


Winter gazed out at the small chapel. Torches cast a flickering glow up into the rafters of the elongated gable roof, but left the wide wings of the building in shadow. Darrin and Eranda’s daughter Sena stood close by her. She was the only tiellan girl close enough to Winter’s age to serve as a handmaid, though still not much more than a child.


“That you will serve those around you.”


Lian and Darrin sat on the front row of polished, smooth benches, as did Eranda. Gord and Dent sat a few rows back. Winter could not thank everyone enough for coming, but she felt another pang of disappointment that the other pews were empty. It was irrational, she knew. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to go through with the ceremony, but she wanted more people there to watch? Yet, had the ceremony happened a few years ago, the chapel would have been packed with tiellans.


“That you will be protected from the Daemons of this world and beyond, and that your souls will never fade into Oblivion.”


Then, as if summoned by Winter’s thoughts, a group of men entered through the large set of doors at the back of the chapel.


These were not the type of wedding guests Winter had had in mind. It was hard to tell from this distance, but she could only assume that they were human; they all stood as tall or taller than Lian and Gord. Were they Kamites? She swallowed hard.


She counted six of them, each wearing a dark-green robe with a hood that hid his face in shadow. And they were armed. Swords and daggers, shields and spears.


Winter was vaguely aware of the priestess’s grip loosening. “What is the meaning of this intrusion?” the woman demanded.


The men stood for a moment, torchlight flickering on their robed frames. They looked back and forth from the priestess to the congregation.


Winter began to fear they truly were Kamites, advocates of the reinstatement of tiellan slavery, and, barring that, the death of all tiellans. They were not a popular group, nor a very public one, but rumors said they had a presence in Pranna.


One of the men, taller than the rest, stepped forward. “We aren’t exactly intruding,” he said, with a clipped, harsh accent. He sounded Rodenese. Not a Kamite, then. The Kamite order had not spread beyond Khale’s borders. Winter sighed, but not in relief. The Rodenese had other ways of dealing with tiellans.


The tall man removed his hood and walked towards the front of the chapel. He was ugly. His blond hair was thinning, his nose hooked and too large. A deep scar ran along one side of his face, from where one ear should have been to his cheek. “We should have been invited, after all,” he said. He reached the front of the chapel where Winter, Knot, and the priestess stood. He put his hand on Knot’s shoulder. “We’re old friends of Lathe, here.”


Winter looked at Knot, eyes wide. Was that his real name? Did these men know who Knot was?


Knot tightened his hold on Winter’s hand.


Bahc stood. “Knot, son, if you know these men—”


“I don’t,” Knot said, his voice soft. He kept his eyes on the man with the hand on his shoulder. “Best thing you can do right now, my lord, is turn around and walk out.”


The authority in Knot’s voice surprised Winter. She had heard him speak like that on the boat, when relaying Bahc’s orders, but otherwise he was calm, soft-spoken.


“Is that the best thing I can do right now… Knot?” The man’s eyes narrowed. “Suppose you’d know, wouldn’t you? Always seemed to know what was best for everyone else. Well, do you know what’s best for all of your friends, here, Knot? Do you know what’s best for your new bride? Give yourself up and no one gets hurt.”


Winter looked around nervously. What were these men doing? What was Knot doing? She felt frozen, as if watching the moment from far away, engrossed but unable to do anything.


The priestess obviously felt differently. “How dare you storm into a Holy Cantic—”


There was a flash of movement, and for a moment Winter thought the tall man had shoved the priestess. The woman gasped and stepped backwards. Winter looked back at the tall man, one of his arms still on Knot’s shoulder. In the other he clutched a dagger, dripping blood.


The priestess crashed to the floor.


“Damn shame,” the tall man said, still staring at Knot.


“Oh, Goddess,” Winter whispered.


The man looked at her, his face split by a scar and a grin. “Don’t think She’s here today. Maybe you should check back later.” He looked back at his men. “Take them!”


Winter was lost in the sudden chaos that followed. Her father stared at her, pale-faced, shouting for Eranda and Sena to flee. Gord, face red, rose up from his pew. The disciples scurried this way and that, shouting for the Goddessguard.


Knot pulled Winter towards him, his hands strong and sure. Some of the torches must have gone out, and the room was darker, the flickering orange light eerie. The only thing that brought Winter back to focus was Knot’s voice as he turned her towards him. His hands held her face, locking her gaze to his. She felt his blood on her cheek, still fresh from the priestess’s dagger. There was a glint in his eye she had never seen before, cold and sharp, like a flash of lightning on the water in a dark winter storm.


“I won’t let them hurt you,” he said.


Winter shivered at the sound of his voice.


Behind Knot, Winter saw a shadow and a glint of steel—one of the robed men charging them with a sword. Before she had time to scream, Knot spun, grabbed the man by the wrist, and somehow used the robed man’s momentum to spin full circle and slam him face first into the floor. Knot bent the man’s arm back, and Winter heard a horrible snap. Her breath caught in her chest, and she stepped away. The whole thing hadn’t taken more than a second. The torchlight flickered; half of Knot’s face was drowned in shadow.


Perhaps the light had tricked Winter’s vision. And yet, there was the robed man, groaning on the floor. Knot stared at his own hands.


“Knot,” she said, “how…?”


He looked up, his eyes wide. He shook his head. “I don’t know.” His voice was barely a whisper. Then someone screamed and Knot turned away, towards the chaos.


The tall man held one of the disciples in front of Knot, a dagger at her throat. Behind him, another disciple lay on the floor, blood dripping from her mouth or her nose, Winter wasn’t sure which. People were shouting, the disciples screaming.


Then Winter heard her father.


Bahc was lying on the floor, groaning and clutching his belly. He looked up at her, but Winter could not see his expression. The room was too dark, and shadows obscured his face. Blood seeped between his fingers. One of the dark-clad men stood above him.


Winter screamed and rushed towards Bahc, but someone grabbed her. A dirty hand covered her mouth and an arm locked around her neck. She felt her own breath trapped in the hand as she screamed, and a wetness against her cheeks. Whether it was Knot’s blood or her own tears, she wasn’t sure. She struggled vainly, but could barely move. The arm tightened around her neck, and her head felt like it was about to burst, both heavy and light at the same time. Looking around wildly, she saw Knot. Two of the robed men lay on the ground near him. She saw the cold gleam in his eye again. Knot lunged, his palm jutting up into the face of a robed man. The man’s head snapped back, and then Knot was moving too quickly for Winter to keep track of him.


Years ago, Winter’s father had caught a dragon-eel in a net of deepfish. She remembered him guiding her tentatively to the water-hold where the net had been released. Pointing down into the hold, he told her to watch a real predator in action. “Where is it?” she had asked. There were hundreds of flopping, floundering deepfish, their wide, flat bodies bouncing in the shallow water. Winter couldn’t see any dragon-eel. As far as she knew, they weren’t even real. Then, faster than she could follow, a slender, sinuous black shape had burst forth from the water, shredding deepfish with razor teeth. The eel was in one corner of the hold, and then the other, then in the middle, then leaping through the air, wreaking chaos among the struggling fish. “It isn’t eating them,” Winter had said. “Why isn’t it eating them?” “Because a dragon-eel doesn’t kill for survival,” her father had said. “A dragon-eel kills for the pleasure of it.” The water had already turned red with blood, and Winter had backed away slowly, never wanting to see a dragon-eel again.


Now, as the man’s hold around her neck tightened and blackness threatened the corners of her vision, that image of the dragon-eel was all she could think of as Knot wrought havoc, a blur of brutality in a room of helpless, floundering deepfish.
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KNOT WAS AFRAID.


The fear itself didn’t trouble him. No, the dark pull from his throat to his gut was a familiar feeling. What troubled him was that he wasn’t afraid of the men who had just attacked his wedding; he was afraid of how easy it’d been to kill them.


The frozen wind from the gulf whipped through Knot’s cloak as he made his way to Darrin and Eranda’s home. Winter was unconscious in his arms, a curious warmth against the chilly air. Snow had begun to fall, white flakes settling and then disappearing on Winter’s face. The snow was peaceful, and that was cruel.


Knot had left nine bodies at the chapel. The robed men were unknown to him, and he had no idea how he he’d dispatched them. Yet he knew, as soon as he realized the men were a threat, that he could defeat them. He’d known it in his bones, on some level far deeper than his mind. His body had done the work quickly and easily.


The priestess and two of her disciples were both dead, killed by the robed men. The other disciple had run away in the chaos. Knot had killed four of the intruders, while Lian, Gord, and Dent had taken down another; Dent had lost his life in the process. The tall, scarred man, the one who had first approached Knot, had escaped.


And there was Bahc.


Knot knew he should never have stayed in Pranna. But he’d stayed anyway, and now the guilt carved at him.


He’d stayed because Bahc was kind. And because Bahc’s daughter was beautiful. He was ashamed to admit it, but there it was. He’d also stayed because he had nowhere else to go. His memories of whatever life he’d had before waking up in Bahc’s house were incomprehensible. A jumble of impossible images, faces he couldn’t name, blurry and dark.


But, most of all, he’d stayed because of the life he thought he could make here. These were simple folk, and Knot was drawn to that simplicity, living day by day on what he caught in the freezing gulf. He liked tiellan tradition, conservative and unobtrusive. Whether the rift between humans and tiellans had bothered him in the past, Knot didn’t know. But it didn’t matter now. He liked the pragmatic way they looked at things. Made the best they could out of the hand life had dealt them.


Which was why Knot hadn’t told anyone about the things he could remember. And now, because he had stayed, because he had put himself before everyone else, there were nine bodies to account for.


The snow fell heavier, large flakes floating down in the darkness, covering the road and rooftops and fields. Pranna was hardly more than one main street that led north to the Big Hill and the dock, where a number of boats, including Bahc’s, were moored in the small harbor. The tiellan quarter lay off to the east, away from both the main street and the dock, connected only by a small footpath. The tiellan homes were hardly more than shacks, with thin driftwood walls and roofs in constant need of repair, in contrast to the sturdier human homes and shops—some even with multiple levels—in the main part of town. The Cantic chapel, the largest building in town, loomed to the west. Knot would have to cross the main street on the way to Darrin’s home on the east side.


As Knot neared the town’s edge, he heard footsteps crunching towards him, saw a light in the distance. Knot hid instinctively, crouching behind the smithy, cradling Winter close. He let her weight rest on his legs for a moment as he rotated his right arm. His shoulder had never fully recovered from the arrow wound received a year ago. It ached often, and carrying Winter made it hurt all the more.


“You believe the disciple? Seemed a bit off her rocker to me,” a man said. Knot could see the two men clearly now in the lamplight, dressed in light armor and carrying spears. Town Watch.


“She said the elf-lover and the other humans did all the killing, attacking the tiellans and the disciples and then going after each other. The elf-lover and one of the foreigners escaped, leaving everyone else to die.”


Knot frowned. “Elf-lover” was a term he’d heard more often than he liked in the past year, always in reference to himself. They were blaming him for the massacre?


Silence for a moment. Then the second watchman spoke again. “Good riddance to the elves. Should all be gone by now, makes no difference to me if they’re dead. What was done to the disciples, and a priestess of all people, now that’s a real crime.”


“Aye. Only reason I’m out here in the snow searching for the bastards. Sure as Oblivion wouldn’t be out here for no damned elves.”


“Hope we come across the elf-lover first. Been wanting to rough that one up since he arrived.”


The other man grunted in agreement, and they walked past Knot towards the town center. If the Town Watch had been alerted, then the Goddessguard surely had been as well. Knot also knew, though not how, that word would have been sent to Cineste and a brace of the City Watch would arrive within the week. Nine mysterious deaths, including those of three members of the clergy, was too big for Pranna to handle on its own. The Cantic Denomination might even send a Crucible to investigate.


Knot’s original surprise at the Watch accusing him was already beginning to fade. The humans in this town had never liked him. Just as bad as the tiellans, it seemed, was a human who fell in with them.


“The other dead humans don’t make much sense,” the first watchman said. “Chief says they’re from Maven Kol, says he’s seen robes like that down there.”


“Chief has never been down to Maven Kol,” the other man scoffed. “He don’t know what he’s talking about.”


“Try telling him that.”


Knot twitched. The men were wrong. The robed attackers weren’t from Maven Kol; their accents had been Rodenese. He knew Roden by name only; he had no recollection of being there. Nevertheless, something tugged at him, deep within his mind.


The conversation faded. Knot waited until their lamplight was gone, then lifted Winter. If they were blaming him for the deaths, all the better. His plan wouldn’t change.


* * *


“Knot, you’re all right!” Eranda ran towards him, looking down at Winter with fear in her eyes. Knot had trudged through fresh snow that was already nearly a hand deep to the small hut.


“Oh, Goddess,” Eranda whispered. She looked up at Knot. “Is she…?”


“Unconscious. But she’ll live.”


Darrin, Eranda’s husband, stepped forward. “Let me take her,” he offered. “You’ve carried her all this way.”


“No,” Knot said, surprised at how much he wanted to continue holding her. “I… I’ve got her.”


Lian walked in with Darrin and Eranda’s youngest boy, Tohn, in his arms. Sena, eyes red, and the younger daughter, Lelanda, followed close behind. Lian glared at Knot, eyes dark.


Knot let out a slow breath. Lian must’ve come straight here after what happened to make sure Eranda and Sena were alright.


“Knot,” Eranda said, her voice strained, “what in Oblivion happened? Lian refuses to speak about it, we don’t know—”


“Please,” Knot said. “I need to settle her down first. Make sure she’s okay.”


Darrin looked at Knot, then down at Winter. The man had never been particularly friendly to Knot, but he’d never been hostile, either. Knot had brought Winter here because he was gambling on the man’s integrity.


“Very well then,” Darrin drawled. He glanced at Eranda. “Let’s get the children out of the bedroom. Give these two a moment.” He looked back at Knot, his eyes hard. “Then Knot’ll tell us what happened.”


Knot eased Winter onto the bed, gently covering her with all the blankets he could find. She stirred, her body twitching once in the darkness. Knot froze. Her injuries were not severe; she would wake by morning, weak and groggy and with an aching head, but otherwise all right. He felt a momentary rush of fear at the thought that she might wake now, while he was still here. But she remained still.


Knot remembered telling her once, while they were out on a rare trip alone on her father’s boat, how he had always felt a pull to leave Pranna. It was one of the few times he remembered genuinely catching her attention. She had always wanted to leave, too. Tiellan tradition, it seemed, had never sat quite right with Winter.


“Then why don’t you?” she had asked, looking out at the gray sea. The sky had been cloudy, a light fog misting over the gulf.


“Because I’m afraid,” he had told her. “This place keeps me sane. If I left… I fear what I’d become.” He had laughed, then. “Which ain’t sayin’ I don’t worry about what I could do if I stay.”


She had looked at him strangely. He had come close to telling her, in that moment. Telling her about his nightmares, the faces he saw when he closed his eyes. He had come close, but not near close enough.


“Being around you, around Bahc, and everyone,” Knot had said instead, “I feel like I can do this thing. Live a good life. Be a good man, maybe.” It hadn’t been a lie, exactly. He had felt that way. But he couldn’t be around them all the time.


He could still remember the waves, cresting gently with small white ridges of foam. How Winter’s black eyes seemed to take in the beauty of the world, bright and shining, despite their darkness.


“Being around you,” he’d said, “somehow… I want to be better than I am.”


In that moment, he remembered thinking that he could love this girl. But he knew she didn’t feel that way about him. Then Bahc had approached him with an offer of marriage, and had made it seem so fine a deal for both of them… and Knot had said yes. Put himself first. He had chosen to marry her, despite knowing what she really wanted. He had chosen to marry her because he needed someone to fix him, and she had been the nearest tool at hand.


And now her father was dead. Because of him.


Knot shivered. The thin walls, made of driftwood, did not block out the wind. Kneeling, he rested his head on Winter’s sleeping form. He stayed there, feeling her beneath him, and slowly the fear he felt tugging at his gut was replaced by hollowness as he thought of what he would do next.


He stood and touched her face with his fingertips. It was his duty to protect this woman, now. He owed her a debt. And the best way he could do that was get as far away as possible.


* * *


“Bahc’s dead,” Knot said. “Dent, too.” He regretted his bluntness, but time wasn’t on his side. He ignored Eranda’s gasp and continued. “The priestess and two of her disciples were killed as well. I left Gord unconscious.”


“What about Winter?” Lian demanded.


“She’ll be fine,” Knot said, avoiding his eyes. Tohn was asleep in Lian’s arms now, and Lelanda clung to his leg. Lian would make a good father one day. Knot felt another pang of guilt that Bahc had asked him—and he had chosen—to marry Winter. If he hadn’t, she and Lian probably would have had a happy life together. And Bahc would not be dead.


What’s done is done, he told himself.


“She’s the reason I came to see you,” he said. His gaze moved to Eranda, then to Darrin, and finally rested on Lian. “Take care of her. She won’t wake ’til morning, but someone needs to be with her when she does. Someone needs to watch over her.” Knot clenched his jaw. He was having trouble finding the words. “One of the robed men escaped. The one who killed the priestess. When I leave, he’ll follow.”


“You’re leaving?” Eranda asked. Her stare was vacant.


“Tonight,” Knot said. “I don’t belong here. Never did. The Watch’ve wanted an excuse to run me out of town since the day I showed up. They blame me for the massacre, and that stays on my shoulders. But I need you all to take care of Winter. You’re all she has left, now.”


“You’re her husband.” Lian’s eyes flashed. The young tiellan hadn’t been happy about the marriage, and, now that Knot was abandoning Winter, his distrust would only grow.


Knot didn’t have time to make him understand the alternatives.


“She’ll be safest here with you. Far as I’m concerned, the ceremony last night never happened.” Anger glinted in Lian’s eyes, but Knot could tell he agreed when he didn’t say a word. It seemed Knot had gambled wisely.


“Will you do this for me?” Knot asked.


“We’ll do what we can,” Darrin said, “for her.”


That was good enough. Knot turned to Lian. The tiellan glared at him a moment longer, but finally nodded.


“Where will you go?” Darrin asked.


“I don’t know,” Knot lied. No use giving them a reason to follow. “Cineste first, but after that… I don’t know. Best you don’t, either.”


Before anyone could respond, the door rattled on its hinges. “Town Watch!” a voice shouted from outside. Dust shook from the frame.


Knot cursed. “Do as I say, don’t argue,” he whispered. In one swift movement, he lifted Eranda up from the floor and grabbed a cooking knife from the table, the blade scraping against her throat.


The door burst inwards and three watchmen shuffled in, wearing leather and chainmail, brandishing spears and clubs.


Knot looked at them defiantly, hoping his ruse would work.


One of the watchmen sniggered. “Come to finish the rest of ’em off, have you?” He had a wide, round face made even larger by his thick beard. “Can’t say that’s a service we wouldn’t want, but you were involved with murdering a priestess.”


Lian started to speak, but Knot shot him a glare and shoved the knife harder against Eranda’s throat, drawing a thin line of blood. He didn’t have to see Eranda’s eyes to know they showed real fear.


“Move and I’ll kill her,” he growled at Lian.


The watchmen advanced, trying to surround Knot.


“Why don’t you just come with us,” the fat-faced man said. “Leave these elf-folk alone.”


One of the other men sniggered. “Not like we really care what happens to ’em anyway. You kill her, fine by us, but then you’ll have her husband and us to deal with. Not in your favor, friend.”


Looking around wildly, Knot finally dropped the knife, shoving Eranda towards her husband. “Get me out of here,” he mumbled, trying to sound beaten. “These elves stink.”


The watchmen rushed in, grabbing his arms. He shot one last look at Lian, who nodded almost imperceptibly as the men dragged Knot away.


* * *


Knot waited until they were far enough from the hut to avoid suspicion falling on the tiellan family. It was still dark, dawn was an hour or so away, and snow floated down in large flakes.


He had at least two things in his favor. The first was the snow. If it kept up, it would cover his tracks out of town. The second was the fact that the watchmen hadn’t bound him. They dragged him along, one man on each arm, the fat-faced man behind him with a spear point pressed against Knot’s back. Their mistake.


Knot planted his feet, and the men stopped.


“What the—”


Knot crashed his heel sharply into the knee of the man who held his right arm. Bone snapped, and the man sank to the snow, screaming. Knot’s body seemed to know what to do instinctively. The man to his left still gripped him tightly, so Knot turned and pulled him in front of his body in time to catch a spear-thrust from the fat-faced man behind. He fell limply to the snow. The fat-faced man stared dully at the comrade he’d just impaled.


The man with the shattered leg was still screaming. Knot kicked his face, and he went silent. Wouldn’t do to have the entire watch closing in before he’d even left town.


Knot dodged another stab from the fat-faced man’s spear. Fat Face must not have been used to the weapon; the swing threw him slightly off balance. Knot weaved in and smashed the palm of his hand into the man’s nose, shattering it. Then Knot ducked around him, picking up a club one of the other watchmen had been carrying.


To the fat-faced man’s credit, he came at Knot again without hesitation. Knot parried the spear-thrust with a movement of the club, then let his momentum take the club back to connect with the side of the man’s fleshy face. The man fell, silent, red seeping from his head into the snow.


Knot picked up the spear. He would leave one man alive, the one he had kicked unconscious, just to corroborate his involvement and steer blame away from the tiellans. The spearhead slid in and out of the other two men’s ribs easily. Knot hesitated. He felt a thrill move through him as he killed the two watchmen, the same thrill he had felt in the chapel as he killed the men from Roden. The thrill frightened him, but what frightened him even more was how he craved the feeling again. He wanted to kill this last man, consequences be damned. Knot stood trembling, vaguely aware of the dull ache in his shoulder.


Then he threw the spear into the blood-soaked snow and walked away. Before he had gone a few paces, he bent over and vomited.
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WINTER STARED INTO THE FIRE. Despite the heat of the flames and the heavy wool blanket wrapped around her shoulders, the only thing she felt was cold. Eranda sat beside her, one arm hugging her tightly, but the gesture felt dead and frozen, like a tree limb in winter.


“I’m going to find him,” Winter said. She wasn’t sure if she had said it already, or had just been repeating it over and over in her mind. She was vaguely aware of Eranda and Darrin looking at each other before Darrin responded.


“Knot saved you last night, no doubting that. Might’ve saved us all. But he left for a reason, Winter. He’s dangerous, or at least has dangerous men on his trail. We’ve known it all along, whether we said so or not.”


“Don’t,” Winter said. She didn’t want to hear it. She had made up her mind.


“Winter,” Darrin tried again, “he isn’t one of us. He’s not—”


“I said don’t,” Winter repeated. “He’s the only family I have left.”


“You feel that way now,” Eranda said. “But we are here for you. Your own kind. Knot was just a human. He didn’t belong in our world.”


Winter frowned, feeling some of the coldness fade. Eranda was right.


And Knot… she kept telling herself that he had his reasons for leaving, that he wouldn’t have gone if he didn’t have to. But a thought nagged at her. What if he hadn’t left because he had to?


What if he had just left?


He was human, after all. Perhaps Winter never should have trusted him in the first place. She stared into the fire for a long time.


“You’re right,” she said, eventually. “I do still have friends here.” She attempted a smile. “And I need you to help me do something.”


“Winter—” Darrin began, but she cut him off before he could continue.


“Not to help me leave,” she said. Darrin visibly relaxed. “I need to put my father to rest.”


* * *


Wind swept Winter’s hair across her face as she watched Lian and Darrin walk down the pier, carrying her father’s body, wrapped in cloth. Eranda and her three children had arrived a moment before with a torch.


Winter had thought she would be able to help prepare her father’s body, but even going near him had been difficult. Touching his face, feeling the coldness of it, had been too much. Winter was grateful the others had been willing to help.


The Swordsmith’s Daughter rocked gently in the water against the pier behind her, freezing wood against freezing wood. But even in the middle of the long winter, the Gulf of Nahl itself never froze.


In one hand Winter carried the bow her father had given her at the beginning of her thirteenth summer. Fishing had been their profession, but hunting had been her passion. The days she spent in the wilderness with nothing but a bedroll beneath her and a bow at her side, away from humans and away from tiellans and away from everything, were some of the days Winter valued most.


She had sent Lian to ask Gord if he would attend the funeral, but his wounds were too serious. Winter hated to think of Gord, injured and alone. The guilt she felt for what had happened to him, and to all of them, was as constant as a river.


Lian and Darrin both nodded respectfully as they passed, and Winter motioned for them to put her father on a small sailboat that rocked against the dock next to The Swordsmith’s Daughter. Her father had taught Winter to sail in that boat. Winter had thought briefly about sending him out on his fishing boat, but knew she couldn’t. The Swordsmith’s Daughter meant too much to the community.


Lian and Darrin stepped carefully onto the boat, placing her father’s body near the helm. They turned, looking to her.


“Hoist sail.” The wind seemed to carry Winter’s voice far away.


“Aren’t you coming aboard, Winter?” Darrin asked.


Winter shook her head. She hadn’t told them her plan, and she wasn’t sure if they would approve. At first they had assumed she wanted her father buried in Cantic tradition, beneath the ground near the chapel with a stone statuette of him, to protect him from Oblivion. They would certainly bury Dent there, if the humans allowed it. Winter, still sick whenever she thought of the wretched place, wouldn’t go near it. Her mother had received no such treatment; nor, then, would her father. He would want it this way, like the ancient tiellans of the sea.


“Lash the tiller, then disembark,” Winter said, nearly having to shout over the wind. While the others had prepared Bahc’s body she had soaked the boat with oil.


Darrin obeyed, but Lian stood looking at her. “This is what you want?”


“Do it.” She was trying to take charge. “Please.”


Lian looked at her a moment longer, his breath rising in the air, and then finally turned to help Darrin with the tiller.


“Cut the lines,” Winter said when they had set foot on the pier again.


The two tiellans did as ordered, their daggers slicing through the frozen lines that held the boat. Small icicles fell from each line as it swung back to the hull, shattering into the sea.


The group stood silently, watching the boat slip out into gray waters. The only sound came from the howling wind.


“May Canta guide him home,” Eranda whispered.


“Canta is dead,” Winter said. Then she raised her bow and touched an arrow with an oil-soaked rag to the torch that Eranda held. The arrow burst into flame. Winter nocked the shaft, taking aim.


She released, and the arrow soared through the air, a blazing orange line against the gray sky. It plunged into the sea a few rods from the boat.


Winter cursed, her eyes stinging. She drew another arrow, lighting it. It fell even further away from the vessel than the last.


Winter lit another and fired. The flames fell into the sea. The wind was carrying the shafts, but that was no excuse. Winter should be able to account for the wind, to find her target despite it. That was what her father had taught her.


The boat would soon sail out of range. Winter fought the panic rising in her chest, the embarrassment coloring her cheeks, and continued firing.


On her sixth or seventh arrow, Winter finally hit the mark. It struck the bow of the boat, and in seconds the entire vessel was aflame.


Everyone wanted to believe that Canta could save them from Oblivion. Everyone wanted to believe that there was something more to this life, that something of them continued in Canta’s Praeclara. But, as Winter watched her father’s boat burn, she realized the truth. There was this life, and there was Oblivion. Nothing else.


She would never lie to herself that way again.


Winter flinched as she felt someone’s arms wrap around her, and realized that she was sobbing, silently, her body convulsing in the cold. She couldn’t take her eyes off the burning boat, alone in the wide, sullen sea.


* * *


“You’re still going after him, aren’t you?” Darrin asked, hours later back in his family’s hut.


Winter nodded, fiddling with the straps on the pack she had filled with clothing, food, sleeping gear, and about half of the money she had. Her father’s money.


Winter had given the rest of the money, what her father had saved up and hadn’t spent on her wedding, to Darrin and Eranda. She left the fishing boat with them as well. She didn’t know if Darrin and Lian would be enough to crew the vessel, even when Gord recovered—certainly no humans in Pranna would join up—but it was the least she could do.


“No stopping you, then?” Darrin asked.


“No stopping me.” Winter felt a brief pang of regret at leaving this family that had always been so kind to her. But she knew that she couldn’t stay. They had been kind to her, but they had never been her family. Even if she never found Knot, she still had to leave. There was too much here that would haunt her.


“Why are you doing this, Winter?” Eranda asked, seated near the fire. Tohn slept in her arms.


“He’s my husband. We said the vows.” She looked up at Eranda. “Tiellans don’t break vows.”


Eranda raised an eyebrow. “Since when do you care for tiellan tradition?”


Winter frowned. Eranda was right; she had never been much for tradition. But she had always been stubborn. Knot had left her. Maybe to protect her, maybe to just get away from her. It didn’t matter. She wasn’t about to let him go that easily.


She felt a sense of duty, and she had feelings for Knot—no use denying that—but more than anything, she just needed to leave. She wasn’t going after Knot so much as leaving what remained of her life behind. Now that her father was gone, she had nothing left to keep her here. She had always wanted to get away from Pranna, to see the world. She had always wanted more than this town could give her.


But she couldn’t tell Darrin and Eranda that. They would understand duty before they understood need.


Lian walked in, bundled warmly in wools and fur, a leather pack swung over one shoulder. His wide-brimmed araif was tilted at an angle on his head. Winter’s gaze lingered briefly on the dagger and short hunting knife thrust through his belt, thinking of her own bow and quiver that she had packed.


“What?” he asked, when he saw her staring at him. “You’re not goin’ alone. Don’t think you can argue with me.”


Winter couldn’t help but smile. She needed to leave, but she was terrified of traveling to Cineste—where Knot had said he might go first—alone. She had no idea what she was doing; no idea how to find Knot. She had been worried she would freeze up the moment she came in contact with any human.


“I guess I could tolerate the company,” she said, trying to hide her relief. And beneath her relief, surprise. Lian loved Pranna, and had always hated the thought of leaving. That reason, among many others, was why their relationship had never worked.


“There’s stew in the cauldron, Lian. Help yourself,” Eranda said. She was rocking Tohn now, her chair creaking. “We insisted Winter eat. Same goes for you.”


“Much thanks,” he told her with a smile, “I always got room for a hot meal.” Shedding the large sealskin cloak he wore, he dished out some stew and sat down.


Winter glanced at Eranda, who understood her look and nodded. “Darrin, love, would you help me get these children to bed?”


Darrin began to protest, but fell silent when he saw his wife’s face. “Of course.” He helped Eranda up. “I’m exhausted, anyway.” The couple moved quietly into the other room.


Then Winter and Lian were alone.


“Thank you,” Winter said, sitting beside him in front of the fire.


“What for?”


“Don’t play that game,” she said, looking at him seriously. “I mean it. For being there this morning, for helping with my father, for being here now… thank you.”


Lian nodded, swallowing. “Don’t thank me just yet,” he said, returning her gaze. His eyes weren’t as dark as hers, more of a grey color, but Winter had always thought them handsome.


She didn’t respond, and they sat in silence.


“You know this is crazy, right?” Lian finally asked, looking at her earnestly. Winter punched him in the arm in response. He flinched, spilling stew on himself.


“Yeah,” she said. “I know it is.”


“Then why’re you doin’ it?”


“Because it’s the only thing left,” Winter said, surprised at how good it felt to finally voice her emotions. “I can’t stay here anymore.”


“Why not?” he asked.


“I just told you, Lian, there’s nothing here for me.”


“I’m here for you,” he said. She looked at him. Orange firelight flickered on his face. She shook her head. She had loved Lian once, but she hadn’t felt that way about him in years. He was a good man, and a good friend, but he wasn’t what she wanted.


“Think of it,” he said, setting down the bowl and grabbing her hands. “We could keep up your father’s fishing business. Have children, grow old together. We could be happy, Winter. We could, I swear it.”


“That’s one thing you’ve never understood about me,” Winter said. “I’ve never wanted to stay here in Pranna. Not with you, not with Knot, not with anyone. And now that Papa’s gone… there’s no reason for me to pretend anymore.”


She squeezed his hands, but then pulled away. How could she explain to him that she had never felt she belonged in Pranna?


There was silence for what seemed a very long time.


Eventually, Winter stood. “We leave early, before they wake,” she said, nodding towards the back room. “I don’t want a messy goodbye. The children wouldn’t understand.” And, she thought, I’ve already shed enough tears in the past two days for ten lifetimes. Don’t know if I have any more left.


When Lian didn’t respond, Winter felt a twinge of fear in her chest. Panic rose inside her, but she fought it down.


“Of course,” she said, hesitantly, “that’s if you still want to come with me. I understand if you don’t. If I leave, you could still have a life here.”


“I’ll go with you, princess,” he said, staring into the fire. Winter felt her face flush. Lian had called her that since they were children. “But I’m only goin’ for you. Not for him. Find him or not, I don’t care.”


“I understand,” Winter said.


Lian turned to her. She could tell he had expected her to argue.


“What? You’re not wrong all the time.” She attempted a smile.
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Navone, northern Khale


CINZIA ODEN STOOD AT the doorstep of her family’s home for the first time in seven years. A strange sensation had budded in her chest when she left Triah, weeks ago. It had grown steadily as she traveled north, but only this morning, as she entered her hometown of Navone, when the feeling seemed to fill her entire being, did Cinzia recognize it as dread. She never knew that coming home would be so difficult.


Of course, she had never imagined her homecoming taking place because her sister had supposedly begun one of the most dangerous heretical movements since the Parliament had taken power, either.


She removed one of her gloves and touched the carved oak door she remembered from her childhood, now worn and weathered. She felt the wood, smooth and cold beneath her fingers. The carving depicted Canta’s first sermon; the listening crowd were faceless except for the nine female figures in the corner, representing the women who would become the Nine Disciples. One of those disciples was Cinzia’s namesake. In Khale, firstborn daughters were traditionally named after one of the Nine. Her father had made the disciple’s carving to look very much like Cinzia.


She remembered helping her father with his woodworking, and the crisp smell of freshly carved timber. She remembered going to Ocrestia’s cathedral with her mother and siblings, her father waving goodbye to them and smiling. She remembered Jane, the sister she had always been closest to, both in age and temperament, crying on the doorstep as Cinzia left for Triah.


Cinzia shivered, pulling her cloak more tightly around her shoulders. She glanced at her Goddessguard, Kovac, standing by her side. “This is my home,” she said, if for no other reason than to stall. “I grew up here.”


“It is a beautiful residence, Priestess,” Kovac said.


“It is, indeed,” Cinzia whispered.


No use delaying. Then, before she could knock, the door opened swiftly to the sound of someone shouting.


“Do not forget! Return before supper!”


And there, standing in the doorway, was Ader. Her youngest brother, the youngest in the family. He was taller now, of course, and his once bright-blond, almost white hair, had darkened to a sandy color. But he had the same long, bony face, the same wide mouth, so prone to smiling.


“Hello, Ader,” Cinzia said, the feeling of dread threatening to burst from her. He looked at her blankly for a moment, his eyes moving from the Trinacrya she wore, to Kovac, to her face, and then back to the Trinacrya again.


Then he grinned.


“Mother,” he shouted over his shoulder, “Cinzia’s home!”


* * *


Inside it was warm; a flurry of faces, hugs, laughs, and tears greeted her. She had grown up as the second oldest in a family of nine, and when her elder brother had died when she was eleven, Cinzia had taken the mantle of eldest child. Their family had been large, but always close.


Cinzia raised her eyebrows as her mother served tea. The gesture was welcome after her long, cold journey, but growing up, the servants always took care of their needs. Cinzia had not seen any since arriving home. She made a mental note to ask about that later.


Once everyone calmed down, Cinzia and Kovac were invited upstairs to the drawing room. Ignoring the polished wooden chairs and carved, padded benches her younger brothers still elected to sit on the floor. Ader had stayed home instead of going wherever he had been off to when Cinzia arrived. Eward, the oldest of the brothers, stood with arms folded, watching her intently. She noticed that there was one face missing.


“Where’s Jane?” Cinzia asked.


Her parents glanced at one another. Their age was showing, much more than Cinzia remembered. Ehram’s hair had always been thin, but now it was gone, and his scalp seemed to shine. Even her mother’s sun-blond hair looked paler than she remembered.


“Jane had some… business, this evening,” her father said carefully, still looking at her mother.


Cinzia looked back and forth between them. Business? She did not know what kind of business her sister would need to be worrying about. Jane was in her twenty-first year, two years Cinzia’s junior. Old enough to be meeting young men, attending parties, even considering marriage. That was the extent of the “business” Jane might have.


Unless it had something to do with the rumors.


Cinzia was about to inquire further when she heard the front door slam. Quick footsteps padded up the stairs.


“Well,” Ehram said with a smile, “it appears she has returned.” He looked relieved, of all things. “Jane,” he said loudly, just as a woman rushed past the door to the drawing room, long blond hair flowing behind her, “there is someone in here you will want to see.”


“In a moment, Father.”


Cinzia felt another twinge of nostalgia at her sister’s voice, as if a void she had not realized was there was suddenly being filled. The dread she felt waiting outside the door had quickly dispelled in the presence of her family, who neither seemed to have forgotten her nor begrudge her long absence. But she felt the first fingers of it again as she worried what Jane might think of her, after all these years.


Or, perhaps more importantly, what her sister thought of herself. Not just anyone could start a religious uprising that drew the attention of the High Camarilla.


“Hi, Janey,” Cinzia heard herself saying. The name tumbled awkwardly from her lips; it was what she had always called her sister, since they were little.


The movement from the hall stopped. There was silence for a moment, during which no one seemed to breathe. Then Jane poked her head into the room.


Her eyes widened as she stared at Cinzia. Then Jane’s face broke into a grin, though Cinzia was suddenly not convinced the smile was genuine. Jane laughed her musical laugh and rushed towards Cinzia. Cinzia rose to meet her, and they embraced.


Cinzia inhaled sharply. The tension between herself and Jane was almost tangible. And why would it not be? Cinzia was a Cantic priestess. Jane was a heretic. There was plenty of tension to be had.


Nevertheless, the affection Cinzia felt for Jane was irrepressible.


“I have missed you, sister,” Jane whispered in her ear.


“And I you.”


They remained together for a moment, Cinzia not wanting to let go. Letting go meant facing reality. But, slowly, they separated, and looked at each other.


Jane was a woman now, no denying that. She had inherited their mother’s light-blond hair, the only girl in the family to do so, as well as their mother’s pale-blue eyes. Jane had grown nearly a span taller than Cinzia, which was not overly difficult considering Cinzia hardly rose above Ader, now—her parents had always joked that she was the runt of the family.


Jane wore a simple dress, woven wool with no embroidery or decoration. Cinzia suddenly felt very conscious of the crimson-and-ivory folds of her Cantic dress, with Canta’s intersecting gold-and-silver triangle and circle embroidered on her chest. The symbol, the Trinacrya, was the universally recognized crest of Canticism, and she had never felt self-conscious of it until now.


The younger siblings gawked at the Trinacrya on her dress, and risked occasional, furtive glances at Kovac in his red-and-white tabard and steel plate armor. His helm rested at his feet, and Cinzia couldn’t help but notice Ader taking particular interest in the longsword Kovac had unstrapped from his waist to lean against the wall, within easy reach.


Their family had never lacked money. Ehram had not been born a noble, but Pascia had fallen in love with him despite his low birth, and while his woodworking business was successful, her management of her family’s estates in the country had always paid for anything they needed. Nevertheless, Ehram and Pascia had always insisted on a quiet modesty, in appearance as well as demeanor. Cinzia and her Goddessguard’s elaborate Cantic dress did not exactly adhere to those standards, and she felt the contrast as she stood by her sister. It was another point of tension between them. Another competition, whether they meant it to be so or not.


And yet, despite their differences, their faces were the same. People had often asked whether they were twins. Looking at her sister now, Cinzia almost felt as if she were facing a looking glass—the same high cheekbones and full lips. Their hair and eyes were different, of course, but otherwise they were nearly identical.


“I have so much to tell you,” Jane said, her eyes sparkling the way their mother’s always did when she grew excited.


Cinzia sobered, remembering what had brought her to Navone in the first place.


“But first,” Jane continued, motioning to Kovac, “introduce me to this handsome young man you have brought along with you. I know that priestesses of the Ministry are not allowed to marry, so either you have some explaining to do, or…”


Cinzia blushed. Jane had always been one to tease, or flatter, or both at once. She saw Kovac shift uncomfortably out of the corner of her eye, his chainmail clinking.


“This is Kovac,” Cinzia said. “My Goddessguard.”


Kovac had remained silent by her side since they had entered her home, apart from introducing himself quietly when asked. Cinzia noted the slight red tinge to his cheeks. Her sister’s comment must have struck a chord; Kovac had passed his fortieth summer. His graying beard was close-cropped, and the beginnings of wrinkles creased around his blue eyes.


“A pleasure to meet you,” Jane said, grinning at Kovac. He bowed his head in return.


“I cannot believe our daughter is home,” Pascia said. She was still teary-eyed from her first emotional encounter with Cinzia.


“Home at last,” her father said. Then he cleared his throat, and Cinzia was surprised again at how easily she fell into the old habits of home. When Ehram cleared his throat like that, it was time to listen. Cinzia faced him, and she felt Jane’s fingers entwine around her own. Tension pulsed through the room, and Cinzia wondered if the rest of her family could feel it as well. Nevertheless, she squeezed Jane’s hand in return. There was friction between them, but more besides.


“Cinzia, having you back in our home makes us happier than we could have imagined,” her father said. “To see that you have done so well, that you are successful, makes us truly proud. But priestesses do not just up and leave their congregations, and as much as we know of your love for us, your arrival here cannot be due to simple affection.” He paused before continuing, glancing quickly at Kovac.


Cinzia caught the meaning. “Do not worry, Father,” she said. “Kovac is trustworthy.”


Ehram nodded. “We assume you have heard something of the happenings here in Navone?”


Cinzia nodded, and she felt Jane’s grip tighten around her fingers. “Word has spread. The High Camarilla is taking action, I do not know how soon.” She stopped. Breaking this news to her family was more difficult than she had anticipated. She had debated coming here at all; her faith was her faith. She believed in Canta, in the Denomination. Hearing rumors of heresy from her hometown had been agonizing.


“I do not know the details of what has been going on here, but rumors say some of you might be involved. I have come here for two reasons. The first is to discover what really is going on.” She paused, not sure what to say next. Best to be honest. Blunt, even.


“The second reason is to warn you. It appears the High Camarilla have enough information to send a Holy Crucible to Navone. A full company of the Goddessguard and the Sons of Canta escort her.”


Some of the younger children gasped. Cinzia’s parents, Jane, and Eward remained straight-faced. They did not even nod. Cinzia tried not to think about what that meant. Usually the mere mention of a Holy Crucible sent shivers down a person’s spine.


Cinzia sighed. Whatever her family’s reaction, she was glad to have said what had weighed on her for so long. But saying it did not change much. She looked around at her family. Jane still squeezed her hand tightly.


Finally Ehram spoke. “We knew this day would come,” he said. Cinzia felt her cheeks flush, this time from anger. Could it be true? Was her family truly at the center of this?


“We have spoken about what we would do, about our plans when this day came. Now we must put them into motion.” Cinzia was aware of her family nodding. Eward’s jaw was set. Even the children, eyes wide, watched their father with resolve.


Goddess, she thought, it is true. There really is something happening here. Did she belong to a family of heretics?


Or, if these people were heretics, were they still truly her family?


“Jane,” Ehram said, “this is your decision, but I think now would be a good time to let your sister in on what you have been doing for the last few years.”


Cinzia, eyes wide, looked at Jane. “The last few years?” Familiar dread flooded back into her.


Jane nodded. “Yes, Father. It is time.”


“Canta’s breath,” Ehram exclaimed, “I had completely forgotten about where you were this evening. Were you successful?”


Jane smiled. “I was. And showing Cinzia what I found tonight is an excellent place to begin.”
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Cineste, northern Khale


“I CAN’T CHANGE YOUR MIND?” Ildur had asked the same question two or three times already. While the old man had cut a commanding figure on the snow-swept plains between Pranna and Cineste, he looked suddenly very out of place on the streets of the city.


“No,” Knot said.


“Too bad. Could use a set of hands like yours. Someone who knows how to handle animals. Good in a fight. A caravan runs into trouble every so often, out on the road.”


Knot had joined Ildur’s caravan on the way to Cineste. They’d found Knot during a windstorm, the snow and ice whipping fast enough to cut flesh, and offered him shelter. Soon, they’d discovered his usefulness. Leading oxen, loading and unloading supplies, even driving the teams of animals that pulled the three wagons: it all came as naturally to Knot as working Bahc’s boat, as naturally as killing the men in the Cantic chapel in Pranna and the two watchmen.


And yet, Knot hadn’t fought anyone since Pranna. Ildur’s implication surprised him.


“Can’t stay, Ildur. Sorry.” Knot would’ve liked to remain with Ildur’s caravan, but they were headed south towards Triah. Knot’s business took him the opposite direction. The men who attacked at the wedding were from Roden, and Knot felt inexplicably drawn to the place. He hoped he would find answers there. He had left Pranna to protect Winter. He had to find out about his past before he endangered anyone else.


Ildur nodded. “Very well, lad.” He pulled a small pouch from his belt, and offered it to Knot. “Recompense. You’ve paid for more than the shelter and food, with all you’ve done.”


Knot didn’t want to take money from Ildur’s meager operation, but he accepted it anyway. No use being impractical. He’d left Pranna with almost nothing of value.


“Thank you,” he said, hoping Ildur would hear his sincerity.


“It’s not charity, lad, it’s payment. You deserve it.” Ildur extended his left arm. In Khalic tradition, extending one’s left arm was a way of showing you meant no harm; that you were a friend. Knot gripped it with his left hand.


“Offer still stands, if you ever need the coin,” Ildur called over his shoulder as he walked to the caravan. “We could always use the help.”


Knot nodded as he watched the caravan disappear into the crowded street, though Ildur didn’t look back.


He sighed heavily. A long journey lay ahead of him, and most, if not all of it, would be on foot. He’d considered commandeering a boat in Pranna to cut across the Gulf of Nahl—such a trip would take him a week at most, instead of a month along his current route—but Roden patrolled its surrounding waters heavily, and they did not take kindly to foreigners. And, being honest, Knot was in no hurry. The time spent traveling—time alone, time to think—might help him prepare for whatever he encountered in Roden.
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