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PART I


THE CHAOS QUEEN






1


173rd Year of the People’s Age, Tiellan City of Adimora,


BLOOD SOAKED THROUGH THE side of Winter’s black leather leggings as she rode at the head of a long column of horse toward the hidden city of Adimora. The tiellan riders, though smaller in stature than most humans and of finer features, nevertheless looked formidable in worn battle gear and tight formation. As well they should; they rode to Adimora after another victory.


The blood on Winter’s leggings was not hers, but that of the commander of the Khalic force she and her Rangers had just decimated. The sack that contained his head knocked against her leg again; she had given up trying to adjust it. If the cursed thing wanted to bleed on her, let it. It seemed a small enough revenge.


“Urstadt, has word been sent to alert the city to our arrival?” Winter asked the human who rode beside her—the only human in her otherwise tiellan Ranger force.


“Yes, Your Majesty,” Urstadt said. “They are expecting us.”


Winter nodded. The force that rode behind her—over five hundred of her best fighters—would have taken hours to meander down the gorge through the main entrance to the underground city. Their chosen route led to a wider and less imposing entryway—horses could traverse it easily. Like all routes in to the city, it was well hidden, and led to a subterranean passage that would bring them into the city itself.


“Are they aware of our victory?” Winter asked.


“They are, Your Majesty.”


Winter’s lips pursed as she glanced at Urstadt. She still couldn’t get used to the appellation on her companion’s lips, but she had conceded that anything more familiar would imply weakness. And in the delicately balanced situation, she couldn’t afford a challenge to her leadership from within her ranks.


“Some victory it was,” Winter muttered. The head in the sack, bleeding vengefully on her leg, was for show. The soldiers they had destroyed had been hardly more than a guard force for a merchant caravan. But Grand Marshal Carrieri of the Khalic Legion had all but pulled his major forces back to the city of Triah, and victories were hard to come by. Her own Rangers had not begun the year as warlike people—they were for the most part refugees from the city of Cineste who hadn’t even seen a weapon until they had been forced to flee. But the clanspeople of the plains encircling Adimora were a different matter; they lived and died by the sword. Once the clans had joined their numbers to her own, their respect for the honor of the battlefield had infected the Rangers, and Winter herself. And after the devastating losses Winter’s army had faced at Carrieri’s hand, and then in the battle with the Daemon Mefiston’s army of shadowy Outsiders three months ago, Winter needed to give her people victories. For now, this was the best she could do. A head that refused to stop bleeding.


The air chilled, despite the sun beating down on her. On the journey home, the leaves had turned from green to red and orange. Ahead of her, a series of hills rose above the valley of the River Setso, like waves frozen in place. This was the easiest path for the horses to follow, but even here large outcroppings and boulders lined the water. Looking back, Winter was pleased to see Selldor, her lieutenant, had already lit his torch. Using



the light it cast, she spurred her horse closer to the narrowing river’s edge, following it until it bent between two hills. Once the river had been wider, cutting a gorge into the hillside, now artfully hidden by overhanging trees. Behind her, she saw more torches being lit as the company followed her into the ravine, descending gradually until the sky disappeared.


The path to the city twisted and turned, with many false trails to waylay travelers. They soon emerged into a large cave, where a pair of armed guards awaited them. Other Rangers were placed at strategic points on the plains above, keeping a watchful eye on the area surrounding this entrance. These two, a man and a woman, knelt when they saw Winter.


“Welcome home, Your Majesty,” the woman said.


Home. Adimora was not her home, no more than the Rodenese city of Izet had been when she had been an unwilling guest there, and no more than her hometown of Pranna was now that the tiellan population had fled the prejudice and dangerous arrogance of their former human neighbors. “Home” had little meaning for her these days. Especially when, at the heart of Adimora, a Daemon was lurking.


* * *


Leaving her commanders to see to the disbanding of the company, and gladly relinquishing the bloody head to Urstadt’s care, Winter wound her way on foot through the busy city, dodging the attention of her fellow warriors, Rangers and clanspeople both. Whereas on the surface Adimora was silent and sparsely populated, below ground it teemed with life, lit by torches and natural lightwells. The thousand or so tiellans who called Adimora home had carved their homes out of the underground rock. Now that the day was drawing to a close, traders were packing away their goods, calling out to passers-by in



the hope of one last sale. Children darted past her in a complicated game. She refused to wear a crown or change her wardrobe, and her lean, powerfully built frame looked like any Ranger’s. If anyone noticed Winter, she was just another returning soldier—without her army, nobody recognized her.


The rock dwellings were mostly small, tightly packed affairs, and the one she sought was no exception. But neither the tiellan inhabitant nor the Daemon he allowed to share his body was of this city.


Ghian answered his door with a smile, as if there were no enmity between them, and nodded her toward a seat at the small table at the center of the room. As the leader of the Druids of Cineste, he had been one of the few newcomers to procure a place below ground; the rest of the refugees Winter had brought from Cineste, Druids and Rangers alike, camped above ground, either in the meager huts that made up Adimora’s above-ground facade, or in tents surrounding them. Ghian had retreated from his old companions since Winter had been declared queen. Many would have put this down to thwarted ambition; Winter knew better. Inside Ghian another presence lived: the Daemon Azael, the Fear Lord.


“What news do you have for me, Ghian?” Winter asked.


“News? I’m afraid there is not much to speak of. The Cracked Spear—”


Winter waved a hand. “Their missives have followed me into battle and back out again. I don’t need to hear any more about the Cracked Spear and their trade arrangements.” The Cracked Spear had led the tiellan clans until Winter wrested power from them. They liked to pretend they still had a say, but Winter did not care for pretense. “Tell me about you, Ghian. About Azael.”


Ghian shrugged. “Even if I knew…”


“You wouldn’t tell me,” Winter finished for him. “You do this every time. You insist on your inability to communicate with me, until suddenly you speak up. Can we just skip to that part this time? I’ve had a long day, and I still have blood on my clothes. I’d like to get cleaned up.”


“Blood on your clothes.” Ghian’s eyes rested on Winter thoughtfully. Something in Ghian’s demeanor shifted. An image flashed in Winter’s mind.


A black skull, wreathed in black flame.


“You cannot escape blood,” Ghian said, with the skull’s dead smile.


Fear closed in on her, but she pushed it away. Burning skull or not, she had a duty to her people.


“Why are you here, with us? Why did you choose Ghian?”


“Because you refused me.” Something about his voice had changed, or his choice of words; Winter was now speaking with Azael, the Fear Lord, who called himself the master of the Nine Daemons. “And I want to keep an eye on you. I thought you would understand that by now. The Fear Lord, and the Chaos Queen,” he added, chuckling. “What a pair we make.”


“The Khalic Legion may call me by that name in their ignorance,” Winter retorted. “But that title is out of an old tale—it belongs to another, if she ever existed.” Since Carrieri had left her forces to be decimated by Mefiston’s army of Outsiders, Winter’s own combined Ranger and clan force had been reduced to roving the countryside in smaller bands, picking fights with other equally small groups of humans. Sowing chaos and disorder. But she could not afford to meet the might of the Khalic forces in open battle, not with her numbers.


Her words only made Azael laugh harder.


“Either way,” she said, meeting Ghian’s eyes and the Daemon beneath them, despite the swelling fear in her throat, “a queen commands a lord.”


Ghian’s laughter faded. “No one commands Azael,” he said. “Not since—”


“No one has commanded Azael since what?” Winter asked.


“I do not have the capacity to speak of it.”


A shadow passed over Ghian’s face, and for a moment Winter knew she was speaking with the man again, not the Daemon.


Fear burned in Ghian’s eyes. He still had his ability to choose, she was almost sure of that, but whatever Azael threatened him with was enough to shut Ghian up. Ghian had allowed himself to become Azael’s avatar in the first place because he was scared, frightened for his people. It had been a stupid decision, and Winter hated him for making it, for making this Daemon a part of her life again, but there was a small part of her that understood it.


“Ghian, you cannot enjoy being connected to this… thing,” Winter said. “You’re invoking terrible danger. Not just to yourself, but to the whole movement you’ve been trying to—”


“You know nothing of the movement,” Ghian rasped— himself again, it seemed—standing up so quickly he knocked his chair over backwards. “You joined us with no intention of helping. You don’t care about the Druids, you don’t care about the tiellans at all.”


Winter looked away. After Lian’s death in Roden she had not cared about anything for a long time, not until Eranda was killed in the battle against Mefiston. That loss of one of the last tiellans from her hometown—a woman who had known her from infancy—had changed things for her.


But how could she express that to Ghian?


“You were bored, that was all. You had nothing else to do



with your life, so you joined us. Your powers helped us at first, but all they’ve done is corrupt the Druid movement. So many have died, human and tiellan, who did not need to die. Those deaths are at your feet, Winter. Those deaths—”


Ghian cocked his head to the side, as if listening. After a moment, he bent over and picked up the overturned chair. Slowly, he righted it, and sat back down.


“I’m sorry,” he said. “My outburst was uncalled for. What I said… does not matter.”


You might not think it matters, but it is still true, Winter thought. And another voice whispered in her head.


Murderer.


“These little skirmishes you fight, these miniature victories, they are useless. They accomplish nothing.”


Winter looked hard at Ghian, trying to discern who really spoke now, the man or the Daemon. She could not be sure.


“They raise morale,” Winter whispered.


“But they do not inspire fear.”


The thought had crossed her mind more than once. Carrieri had been winning the battle against her troops when Mefiston and his Outsiders had entered the field. In the heat of the battle, they had briefly fought alongside one another to save themselves from being overcome—but Carrieri had broken the pact and fled the field, leaving her and her people to be slaughtered. The human army did not see the full blossoming of her psimantic strength, when she had accessed the powers of the huge standing stone—a rihnemin—that towered over the battlefield, and slaughtered the Outsiders and Mefiston himself in an attack of liquid fire. Her people knew of her powers; the humans were ignorant of it. And these small skirmishes did not bolster her reputation. The Chaos Queen was a derogatory name. She needed to do more to regain



her reputation, to make people fear her again. Only then could she bring about change for the tiellans. They had been enslaved and oppressed, downtrodden for far too long. Winter would assure them a place alongside the humans. She would end the oppression, the fear.


But she could not end those things here, in Adimora.


“I must go to Triah,” Winter said softly. “Carrieri is hiding there, like a fox in a hole. I’ll drag him out and make him pay.” And in so doing, show how powerful the tiellans could truly be.


“Yes,” Ghian hissed. The black skull flashed again. “Go to Triah. That is where all of this will end. Make people notice you again. You need their fear. And for that, you need me.”


Winter closed her eyes, remembering the words of her friend Galce: The only order is Chaos. It seemed a long time since she had consulted Chaos, as Galce had told her the legendary Chaos Queen had done. As she closed her eyes, the sphere of Chaos waited patiently in her mind as always. This time, it was black and ominous.
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Triah


THE GATE TO FAMED TRIAH, the great Circle City, was nowhere near as impressive as Cinzia remembered it. A wave of embarrassment washed over her as she checked her sister’s face. She had told Jane of Triah’s grandeur numerous times, but this gate was no better than the gates they’d grown up with in Navone. Of course, Jane didn’t know that this was just the outer gate, or that there were two grander gates beyond; but, then again, Jane didn’t seem to be paying much attention to the gate, anyway. Instead, her eyes repeatedly looked to the city beyond.


Farmlands and homes sprawled outward from the wall that encircled the greater city, spilling into the valley along the river toward the cliffs to the north. Cinzia felt the excitement stirring within her at the thought of seeing the city: the Trinacrya, the Crystal Pyramid, the trim tower-houses and apartments, and of course God’s Eye overseeing it all.


But Triah was no longer her home, she reminded herself. Just as her family had fled Navone, and would likely never return, her life here—the chapel she had once run in the southwestern corner of the city near the harbor and the Cat District, her apartment at the seminary, her friends in the Denomination and in her congregation—was no longer hers. Her former Goddessguard, Kovac, was dead. Everything had



changed when she had returned to Navone and discovered her sister had become a heretic, the Prophetess; and soon she had joined in the heresy, had become a disciple in the new Church of Canta, an Odenite.


Perhaps there was nothing left for her in Triah at all.


And yet Jane had dictated they come. Cinzia obeyed, dutifully, but her own feelings warred within her the closer she got to the Center Circle. Not only her misgivings about returning to the city itself, but her misgivings about Jane.


She looked over at Knot, walking beside her. The three of them—Cinzia, Jane, and Knot—had come to the city alone, leaving the other four Disciples behind, for now. “Do you feel anything, being here?” she asked. “Lathe was from Triah. What about your other sifts?”


Knot grunted. “It’s all familiar to me. That’s Lathe’s doing for the most, but others’re responsible for it, too. The investigator, and one other, I think. The warsquares champion.”


“But do you feel anything?” Cinzia asked.


Knot looked up at the gate before them. He only shook his head in response.


Cinzia sighed. Knot had been quiet lately—ever since their confrontation with the Black Matron, where he had evaded the trap laid for him by the sift Lathe and the Daemon Bazlamit.


The gates opened before them as they approached. Inside was a squad of Khalic soldiers, waiting for them. The men wore full armor and plumed helmets, each carrying a spear, shield, and sword. The captain, his plume red instead of white, asked to see their papers.


Cinzia reached into her satchel for the documents they had been given by the parliamentary representative to secure



them entry into the city, and showed them to the captain. He examined Knot, Cinzia, and Jane closely; he must have been given descriptions of their appearance.


“Very well,” he said. “You may enter the city.”


The soldiers parted, allowing Cinzia, Knot, and Jane entry into the city. But before she could enjoy being in her city once more, another group of armed men greeted them just inside the gate.


Sons of Canta.


Cinzia recognized them easily; their red-and-white livery made them stand out even more than the Khalic Legionaries. There were a half-dozen of them, but they parted to make way for a woman and man. She wore the robes of the priesthood, but they were trimmed with gold, and a long gold chain hung from her neck. A high priestess—one of only nine on the Sfaera. Cinzia recognized her—she would recognize any high priestess in person—as Garyne Hilamotha. Her Goddessguard, an older, grizzled man with high cheekbones covered in scruff and a higher hairline, walked beside her.


“Cinzia Oden,” High Priestess Garyne said, frowning as she met Cinzia’s eyes. The woman’s dark hair sat atop her head in a towering bun, and her dark eyes were ready to pierce whatever they locked on to. She was almost a full head taller than Cinzia.


Cinzia and Knot exchanged a glance, then Cinzia stepped forward. “Yes?”


Garyne looked Cinzia up and down, then handed her a large envelope. “This is for you,” she said. She and the Sons turned and walked away.


“Well, that was short and sweet,” Knot said, puzzled. The last time they’d been confronted by Sons of Canta, back in the city of Kirlan, they’d nearly been slaughtered on the spot. Now



they didn’t seem interested in the Odenites at all. “We could have done with more of that back in Kirlan.”


“Cinzia, are you all right?” Jane asked.


Cinzia had not taken her eyes off the envelope since Garyne had handed it to her.


“What’s that?” Knot asked. “What’d she give you?”


“These are my papers of excommunication,” Cinzia said softly. She knew they could not be anything else.


Slowly, she broke the seal of the High Camarilla—the familiar circle-and-triangle of the Trinacrya embedded on a blazing sun. The excommunication of someone who held the priesthood had to go through the highest bodies of the Denomination. Cinzia unfolded the note, and began to read.


A tear dropped from Cinzia’s face onto the paper, and she quickly brushed it away, wiping her eyes with one sleeve. A plain, brown linen sleeve. No crimson and ivory; no robes of priesthood. She’d thought she had come to terms with the idea of never being a part of the Denomination again. It was corrupt, after all. Flawed.


And yet, for years, it had been her home. The Denomination had taught her so much—in addition to Cantic doctrine, she had learned history, sciences, and medicine at the seminary. She had made friends in the Denomination—Goddess rising, she had met Kovac there. The thought of him, of everything they had been through and everything she had been through since he died, racked her body with pain and regret. She could not feel her fingers, she realized. She could see them, gripping the letter in both hands, white-knuckled, but only the slightest tingling sensation made her aware that they were attached to her body.


“Silly of me to get worked up about this,” she said, her



throat dry. “I have not been part of the Denomination since we left Navone; no reason to let it affect me now.”


She felt Knot’s hand on her shoulder. “Grieving ain’t something we can control,” he said. “Comes at us in different ways. Usually when we least expect it. Sometimes we think we’re over a thing, but turns out that’s far from the truth.” Knot glanced at Jane, then back to Cinzia. “Nothin’ wrong with being sad about losing a part of your life, something you thought would be with you for a long time. Doesn’t do us any good to wallow in it, either, but ain’t nothing wrong with acknowledging the grief is there.”


Cinzia met Knot’s eyes. Whether the words were his own, or dug up from one of the buried sifts that made up his soul, or from somewhere else entirely—she loved him for saying them. The embarrassment heating her face faded, just a fraction of it.


“Of course,” Jane said quickly. “Knot is right. You are part of something new, now, something greater than you’ve ever been a part of before, but… it’s all right to acknowledge that you miss the past.”


You’re better than this, Cinzi.


Cinzia almost jumped at the sound of the voice echoing within her mind. Only she heard it; it came from Luceraf, the Daemon of Pride, who now festered inside Cinzia, seeing and hearing just about everything Cinzia did. Every time Luceraf spoke, Cinzia felt a jolt of horrible realization at what she had done.


She had made a deal with a Daemon. It had been to help those she loved, but the Denomination had been right to excommunicate her. Even if all the other charges weren’t true, or if she could explain them away, there was one she could not.


She consorted with Daemons.


You’re better than this, and you know it. You’re better than the



Denomination—you were too bright a star for the likes of them. But you’re too bright for your sister’s little charade, too.


Luceraf didn’t know what she was talking about.


If you don’t see it now, you’ll see it soon, Luceraf hissed at her. Trust me, Cinzi. I know what I see.


* * *


They parted company from Knot in the city—both he and Cinzia had old contacts to find, in very different worlds. Cinzia and Jane spent the day in search of people and organizations that might support their cause, but didn’t make much progress. Now that she had been officially excommunicated, Cinzia was cautious in who she approached. Not everyone would be willing to even speak with her, let alone help or offer support. She certainly could not contact anyone else in the Denomination.


She also regretted bringing Jane. People had heard of the Prophetess of the new Church of Canta, and even if they were interested in such a thing, they were extremely cautious about showing it. The Denomination had all but threatened excommunication, at best, to any who sided with Jane and the Church of Canta.


Walking about the city had been a small comfort at first, but then it had become just as painful as reading the papers High Priestess Garyne had delivered to her that morning. She saw the seminary, and her apartments where she had lived—where she would surely have no place anymore. She wondered what happened to the meager belongings she had left at the seminary, but was too frightened to ask after them, or to even approach anyone in the Denomination. It made her think of the friends she still had there, and thinking that she had given all of that up hurt. Even seeing Canta’s Fane from a distance was painful.


The memories were too strong, the pain too fresh. With



time, she hoped, like anything, it would heal. But she was glad to leave the city as the sun set.


“Well, today could have gone better, I suppose,” Jane said as they passed through the outer gate alongside homebound merchants and farmers, and turned off the road to find the Odenite camp.


“Yes,” Cinzia said quietly. “I suppose it could have.”


“Will you translate with me tonight?”


The two had not translated anything from the Codex of Elwene since they had left the city of Kirlan. Since before Cinzia had made her bargain with Luceraf.


You fear translating, Luceraf hissed in Cinzia’s ear.


But it had been long enough since she had translated. They needed to get back to work.


“Absolutely,” Cinzia said, filled with resolve.


Jane smiled. “Wonderful. Let’s get set up.”


The Odenite camp was almost a town in itself; they had brought hundreds of followers on this journey, and many more had joined them on the way. Their tent was located toward the center of the bustling camp, alongside the tents belonging to the rest of the Oden family. It was larger than most, made of waxed canvas that did a fair job at keeping out the weather. The two women nodded at Alidar, the Prelate guard assigned to guard their tent. The translated pages of the Codex of Elwene were kept in their tent, and the two had agreed it was best not to risk losing them. A Prelate guard was posted at their tent at all hours of the day. Alidar’s long face, patchy beard, and bright eyes were familiar, and Cinzia smiled at him as she ducked into the tent.


The inside was cozy, and barely high enough for them both to stand without stooping. Two cots lined two of the walls,



while a small traveling desk stood opposite the entrance. Jane approached the desk quickly. Stacks of paper covered the ground around the desk as well as its surface, and Jane began to go through them.


Cinzia went around lighting candles. It was still light outside, but nightfall was imminent. And she wanted to do anything possible to avoid even touching the Nine Scriptures.


You’re afraid because you think I’ll learn something I shouldn’t, Luceraf said, a hint of realization hanging in her voice.


Again, Cinzia refused to answer, but again, Luceraf was right.


Finally, after primping her pillows—she usually sat on one of the cots during translation—and changing into a more comfortable dress, Cinzia had nothing else to do to avoid what came next. Jane sat at the desk expectantly. With a sigh, Cinzia reached for the bag beneath her cot that housed the Nine Scriptures. The Codex was not light, but considering the pages themselves were made of metal, it was not as heavy as it should have been.


Cinzia heaved it onto her cot. She sat cross-legged, and ran her hand over the leather cover of the book before opening the Codex of Elwene on her lap. She marveled, as she always did, at the strange, dark metal pages as they shimmered in the candlelight, a wave of crimson often appearing to ripple across them.


“Very well,” Jane said, a broad smile on her face. She was clearly excited to be back in the process again. “We were in the Book of Elwene, were we not?”


The Codex of Elwene, also called the Nine Scriptures, was a collection of scripture written by Canta’s original Nine Disciples shortly after her Reification. The writings had been compiled and abridged by a woman named Elwene, and her words served as a coda for the collection. Despite her fear,



Cinzia was curious to see Elwene’s commentary.


“We were,” Cinzia said, scanning the pages. Odd. She had gotten used to opening the book directly to the spot where they had most recently left off, but right now she was having trouble finding her place.


“Cinzia?”


“I…”


Cinzia did not know exactly how her ability to translate worked; the Codex was written in Old Khalic, a dead language that no one understood anymore. The characters and words appeared as strange symbols and patterns etched into the metal. Cinzia did not speak or understand Old Khalic, but over the past year, she had been able to discern what the symbols meant. If she simply read through the Codex, she could read uninterrupted, as if the book were written in Rodenese. But if she examined any word or character too closely, it blurred back into Old Khalic dizzyingly.


But now, as she looked at the words on the pages of the Nine Scriptures, Cinzia had absolutely no idea what they said. She could not read them at all.


“Jane,” Cinzia said, a lump forming in her throat. As she turned the pages, she realized she was shaking.


She had been unable to translate once before; it was the first night she had spent in Izet. The night Azael had possessed Kovac, and Cinzia had been forced to kill her own Goddessguard. Her old friend.


She feared, now, that at any moment something similar would happen. A Daemon might possess Jane, or Alidar, still standing guard outside. For all she knew, Azael might descend from the heavens himself.


Luceraf’s laughter echoed inside Cinzia’s skull.


“Something is wrong,” Cinzia whispered.


“What is it? Can’t you translate?”


Cinzia shook her head. “No,” she said softly. “I do not think I can.”


It’s because of me, Luceraf sneered. You’ve figured that out by now, haven’t you? Took you long enough.


“I am sorry, Jane,” Cinzia said. Sorrow pierced her. She did not belong with the Denomination. She could no longer translate; her place in the Church of Canta was lost now, too.


If she did not have either of those things, what was left for her?


Without another word, Cinzia rose and swept out of the tent, not sure where she would go.
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Odenite Camp, East of Triah


AS THE SUN CREPT lower on the horizon, the camp lit up with the friendly glow of cooking fires, and people bustled from one to the other exchanging meals and stories. Astrid sat alone at one of the fires with her feet up, sharpening a dagger. The slow slide of the whetstone against the blade soothed her. She felt the graininess of each movement, the way the vibrations moved up her arm, and she lost herself in the motion until a voice brought her out of it.


“Hello there.”


Astrid looked up to find a family of five standing at her fire. The children watched her wide-eyed with awe; the father had a simple grin on his face.


“Astrid, is it?” the father went on. “I have heard much about you.”


Astrid focused on sharpening her blade. She made no effort to hide her frown. The Odenites had started to recognize her more, lately. While she had to imagine most of them suspected something strange about her—a girl of nine or so, occupied with fighting and sharpening weapons was far from normal— there had yet to be any talk of vampires, thankfully. She had been around people she thought would accept her before, when they found out. It almost never ended well. Knot, Cinzia, and even Jane, to a lesser extent, were rare exceptions to the rule.


“Well, I hope you don’t mind if my family and I join you.”



He sat down at the fire, and Astrid’s head snapped up, a scowl on her face.


“I am Jusef,” he said, still smiling at her. Idiot.


She ignored his outstretched hand, but Jusef seemed not to mind. He nodded to the woman with him, then to his children— two boys and a girl. “This is Umia. And these are our children, Daves, Jonef, and Hild. Hild is about your age, I think.”


Hild was actually taller than Astrid by just a bit, but the man was right: she looked to be in her ninth summer, give or take. The girl smiled at Astrid shyly.


Astrid turned back to sharpening her dagger without a word. She was vaguely aware of Jusef and Umia exchanging a glance. But instead of speaking further, Umia sat down near Astrid and pulled out an item of clothing that needed mending. She quietly worked on the garment, head down, while her husband prepared food for their children.


Astrid stopped the movement of the whetstone. Her dagger would be sharp enough, now, and the sun was getting low.


“What do you think you’re doing?” Astrid asked.


Umia didn’t look up from her sewing. “Warming ourselves by your fire,” she said quietly.


“Out of all the fires in the camp, you choose mine?” Astrid asked. “That either makes you stupid, or…” Or you have some other agenda. Astrid doubted it was the latter; this family seemed just strange enough to be normal. If these two adults had brought children along with something nefarious in mind, Astrid was quite capable of tearing them to pieces. But she did not get that impression. Jusef was helping Hild hold a frying pan over the fire. The little girl was smiling, her father’s hand on her back. Astrid immediately looked away.


“Jusef is not the brightest star in the sky, I’ll admit that.”



The woman glanced at her husband with an affectionate grin, and Astrid had to stop herself from giggling.


Jusef scoffed from across the fire. “Least you could do is save that kind of talk until the children are asleep.” But there was a smile on his face, too, and the children giggled as he said it, and Astrid hated the way this family made her feel at ease.


“But I don’t see how we are stupid for sitting with you,” Umia continued. “We are grateful for all you have done for us. We watched you lead the Prelates at Harmoth; we saw you fight those monsters that attacked outside of Kirlan. You saved Jusef’s life, that night. He was by the central fire when it happened.”


Astrid had heard enough. She hadn’t done any of those things for the praise of mortals. Umia’s words only made her more uncomfortable.


Astrid felt Umia’s hand on her shoulder. “Look, we know you aren’t like other children. But we want to say that… whatever it is about you, whatever is different, that’s all right. I’m grateful for it, actually. We wouldn’t be here without you.”


If you knew I’d kill you and eat you as soon as look at you, I don’t think you’d feel the same way.


Astrid shrugged out of the woman’s touch.


“I’m not doing this,” was all she said. She got up and left.


* * *


Back in the tent she shared with Knot, Astrid wished, again, that he had taken her to Triah with him. But the People’s Parliament had given leave for only specific Odenites to enter the city, and Astrid was not among them. Any attempt to get a nine-year-old girl on such a list would be met with high suspicion, at best.


But still. She was bored.


Not to mention the fact that Cinzia and Jane had already returned. She had stopped by their tent to check, now that the



sun had set. Astrid had half a mind to sneak into the city on her own—easily done at night—and find out exactly what Knot was up to, alone in the city, but she had refrained. Knot could take care of himself.


That didn’t make the waiting any easier, though.


Finally, Astrid heard movement outside her tent.


“About time, nomad,” she muttered. She jumped up, but froze the moment her tent flap opened.


Eerie red light poured into the small tent. Astrid frowned. “Trave, you need to be less sneaky about visiting me. I might accidentally kill you one of these days.”


But the tall figure that stepped into her tent was not Trave. Instead, in the dim light of the single candle that lit her tent, strode Olin Cabral. He’d cut his blonde hair short once again, but his tall, muscular build, and abnormal beauty—the hard lines of his jaw and the way his skin seemed to glow—gave him away.


Astrid instinctively took a step back. Her mind raced through her options. She could tear through the back of her tent if she needed to. But that might slow her down too much, and Cabral was faster than her. And if he chased her through the camp itself, even if the Odenites wanted to help her, there was not much they could do to help against a vampire like Cabral. He was far too strong and too fast for any of them, especially at night. Cabral probably wanted Astrid to run. He would love to kill a few others in addition to killing her.


“Cabral,” Astrid said, taking the only option that seemed reasonable in the moment, “what brings you to my humble tent?”


Cabral smiled, but his eyes remained the same: dead red lights, staring straight at her. “You, my dear Astrid,” Cabral said, his voice low. “I’d like to say I’ve missed you, but… well, the truth is I’ve been rather peeved. The attack that you and that



castrated fool Trave perpetrated on my tower-house was most unwelcome. Some way to show your gratitude for all I have done for you both.”


Cabral might be alone. Astrid and Trave had killed his latest crop of Fangs, but a vampire like Cabral always had more followers. He could have gathered them to make his approach to her, if he did not want to take any chances. Outside of her tent, Astrid heard nothing.


She hoped Knot would not return for some time. He could not help her in a fight against full vampires at night; no one in the Odenite camp could, with the exception of Jane if she was filled to the brim with Canta’s power, or Cinzia, if Luceraf chose to empower her with strength again. But their powers were unreliable. Astrid was on her own. Even Trave, who was in the camp somewhere, could not stand against Cabral. Astrid had seen him try, and fail, too many times.


“What do you want?” Astrid asked again.


Cabral stared at her, unmoving. “Isn’t it obvious? I want you, Astrid.”


Astrid shook her head. “There are powerful people in this camp. People who could defeat even you.”


“Even if I did believe you,” Cabral said, “how would such people discover me? Your camp has no real defenses. Sneaking into it was as simple a thing as I’ve ever done. No, my dear Astrid, I don’t believe anyone will come for you.” He shrugged. “And if someone does, I’ll just kill them.”


He lunged at her, and Astrid shot away. At night, she could run many times faster than a human, and she tore through the cloth at the back of the tent easily with her claws. She burst out into the night, her green eyes glowing—and something rammed into her from the side.


Astrid tumbled into the dirt, rolling a dozen rods, miraculously missing the tents around hers.


Don’t wake up, Astrid pled to the unsuspecting Odenites, all likely sleeping around her. Don’t come out to see what is happening.


As she got to her feet, the form that had tackled her rose, too, its eyes glowing red. This one was tall, taller than most humans or vampires Astrid had seen, and thin, its limbs long and wiry. Her heart sank. If Cabral had been alone, she might’ve had the smallest chance of escaping him.


Another red glow appeared over her shoulder. She turned too slowly, and a blow knocked her to the ground. “You’re coming with us, Astrid,” she heard Cabral say, as if from far away. “Do us a favor, and come without a fight.” As she struggled to lift her head, another blow fell, and she sank into blackness.




4


Triah


KNOT HAD NEVER BEEN in Triah before, but, as he’d told Cinzia, some of the sifts that had formed him had lived here all their lives—most significantly Lathe, the Nazaniin whose body he now inhabited. Lathe would have known the city like the back of his hand, so Knot let his instincts take over. It had worked in the past: In Navone, he’d come across a network of people Lathe had used—a guard captain and an alchemist among others. In Tir, he’d found an inn where Lathe had contacts and a safebox. He hoped to find something like that now, in Triah.


This city had been Lathe’s home, after all.


Not long ago, when he’d been captured by the Black Matron, and when Lathe’s sift had attempted to steal back this body, he’d had a revelation, of sorts: a vision while he was trapped in the Void—he had seen Winter, the wife he’d thought dead, fighting—winning—a battle. She was a leader. Soon afterward on the road to Triah, word had reached him of a woman leading a tiellan force against humans, and of a series of battles that had been fought. Grand Marshal Riccan Carrieri had been present for the last one, and the story went that he had defeated the tiellan woman and her forces. But now the tiellans had crowned her their queen. The Chaos Queen, people were calling her. He could only guess that she might be Winter.


How Winter had survived the collapse of the dome in Izet,



and become involved with this tiellan rebellion, Knot could not guess, and how she could possibly have become their queen, he could not fathom. She’d not been the type to seek out power. All of it, however—the vision in the Void and the rumors of a Chaos Queen psimancer over the tiellans—was enough to give him hope that she was alive.


Now, he just needed more information, something Triah had in abundance.


The inner city of Triah at night was unlike anything Knot had ever seen. And yet, it felt familiar to him, as if he’d seen it countless times before. Whereas most cities shut down after dusk, with only a few shadier business transactions happening at night, this city was different.


At night, Triah came alive.


Triah was a particularly beautiful sight at night when viewed from the cliffs that overlooked the valley. The inner city consisted of the first fifty concentric circles or so that surrounded the Trinacrya at the city’s center. It was a swathe of metropolis larger than most cities themselves, but that only made up a third of the greater area of Triah. Ring after ring of oil lights illuminated the inner city, like a field of stars right there on the Sfaera.


Knot walked with the confidence of a local, filled with a knowledge that was not his own. Where he walked now, for example, along the Radial Road between the Ninth and Fourteenth Circles, was a lively spot, full of tea houses, inns, and shops. The students of the Citadel, their classes over for the day, were just beginning to gather. Knot had a vague memory of coming here as a student, drinking into the early hours of the morning.


Not his memory, though. Lathe’s, most likely. Knot pulled



his cloak down further over his face; it would not do to be recognized as Lathe before he got his bearings.


Knot left the Radial Road and moved south along the Ninth Circle into Little Alizia.


He walked past bath houses and meditation centers, Alizian restaurants, and even a chop house—an Alizian specialty restaurant, where the chefs cooked meals directly in front of their patrons in a show of acrobatic cutlery.


He let his instincts guide him as best he could. He wanted to go someplace where his face would mean something, but not somewhere that the wrong people might recognize him. Such a thing was impossible to discern when his only guide was intuition, but he figured he’d best avoid the Trinacrya at the center of the city, and the Citadel most of all, where the Nazaniin had their base. While his only hope for real information might indeed be the Nazaniin, he was loath to contact them. He’d thought his business with them had concluded at Harmoth, but if it meant helping Winter, he would contact them again.


The thought of her out there somewhere, alive, still brought on a host of competing emotions. Hope that he might see her again. Fear that she would hate him for leaving her for dead, and guilt that he had. He’d made the wrong choice, back in Roden. Or Astrid had made the wrong choice for him—and that had saved him. If Knot had stayed to try to find Winter’s body in the ruins of the imperial dome of Izet, he would likely have been captured or killed.


But Astrid had taken that choice from him. Once, he thought, he might have asked her to meet him in Triah to help, or even as a protection against a possible Nazaniin confrontation. But right now he was still angry with her for telling him, back in Roden, that Winter was dead. What suffering had Winter



gone through as a result of it—a tiellan injured in a nation that had banished all her kind on pain of death?


Eventually, he would let go of this anger—Canta knew he’d forgiven that damn girl for enough already—but tonight it lingered. Astrid would survive one night without him in the Odenite camp.


After some time wandering, Knot found himself in a bustling area on the south side of the Seventh Circle. Inns and elegant apartments dominated the area.


Walking along the street, seeing the lights and hearing the people inside the common rooms laughing, talking, shouting, hearing the music, it was all… it fit his mind like a glove. With any luck, he’d find an innkeeper that recognized him, that might even lead him to another safebox.


Knot stopped outside of one of the inns. This one, like many others, offered outside seating that spilled onto the cobbled street, even in the increasingly chilly fall weather. A faded sign above the entrance read Swordpoint Inn.


A woman drinking alone at one of the tables outside marked him immediately, and stood up.


“You,” she said. While she wasn’t quite drunk, Knot could tell she’d had more than one drink. She had the kind of beauty that took a moment to recognize, but once seen remained; haunting, inescapable. Her dark red hair was cut short to just above her shoulders, and sharp hazel eyes stared out at him from beneath a strong brow.


The more he looked at her, the more familiar she seemed to him. He had had dreams about this woman, he realized. Nothing specific, nothing concrete, but she’d been there, in his mind.


A low, haunting tune began to play from inside the inn—a lute, guitar, and violin joining together.


“You have a lot of nerve, coming here first,” she said.


Knot had trouble reading her expression. In one moment, her eyes flashed in anger, but in the next they softened, shifting to something like affection or concern.


“Sorry,” Knot said, unsure what else to say.


“Damn right you’re sorry,” she breathed. Knot caught more than a hint of alcohol. “He’ll know you’ve come here.”


She looked down the curving street, then back into the inn, then up at the windows above them.


Knot frowned. Either this woman was mad, or they were both in danger.


“Come with me,” she said, grabbing his arm.


Knot hesitated. Just because he recognized this woman from his dreams did not mean she had his best interests at heart. She could be leading him into a trap. She pulled on him in an effort to get him to come with her, but Knot stood his ground, not budging.


The woman rolled her eyes. “Look,” she said, “I know you don’t know who I am. I know you probably don’t even recognize me, but—”


Before finishing her sentence, the woman twisted Knot’s arm, using his weight against him to slam him face first into the wall. Knot reacted quickly, stamping down on her foot with his own and then shoving backwards. He wrenched his arm around and tore it from her grasp, but she was already coming after him.


She was quick, almost as fast as a vampire, but her eyes would have given her away by now. Astrid had explained to him that while a vampire could keep up its glamour under normal circumstances, it was almost impossible to do while fighting or doing anything that took a level of concentration.


Knot blocked a jab, and then she had somehow swept



his legs out from under him. As quickly as Knot moved, this woman moved quicker. He hit the ground hard on his back and all the air rushed out of him. She was on top of him before he could move, a dagger point at his throat.


“Er… Sirana, is everything all right?”


Sirana. Knot knew that name, it echoed within him, but he also knew it. A member of the Triad—the lead body of the Nazaniin, the guild of assassins and intellectuals that practically ran the Sfaera.


Knot swore under his breath. So much for avoiding them.


He shifted his eyes to see the innkeeper staring at them, wide-eyed.


“Is that—”


“It’s no one,” the woman, Sirana, said quickly. Then, down at Knot, “You would have known better than to go up against me before. Now get up, and come with me.” She hoisted Knot up, and Knot let himself be led. Wasn’t much else he could do with a dagger at his throat.


“Sirana…”


“I’ll pay for the damage, Fenton.”


Sirana directed Knot away from the inn, the knife digging into his back now as she walked closely behind him.


“Go where I tell you to go,” she hissed in his ear.


Knot had no choice but to obey.


* * *


“You’re not taking me to the Citadel,” Knot said after they turned down a side street, headed toward the Eighth Circle.


“Of course I’m not,” Sirana said. “I’m not taking you to him. Not yet.”


Not yet. What other use could this woman have for him?


Lamps lit the way as she eventually led him to the entrance



of an apartment on the Eighth Circle. The building was tall, at least three stories, made of stone and wood.


Sirana pressed the dagger deeper into Knot’s back, forcing him up the steps until they were standing before a wooden door.


“I know this house. There’s an anteroom just past this door, with a painting in it,” Knot said. He knew this place in the same way he knew the height of Triah’s three sets of walls, or the distance between the Citadel and the Parliament building, or that he could move at an all-out sprint for just under three minutes before he collapsed. “A painting of Cranen’s Bridge— by a woman named Hracen, I think.” Cranen’s Bridge spanned the river at its widest point in Triah—he could picture it in his head. Large stone pylons jutting into the water beneath it, and towers rising above.


Oddly Sirana did not respond. Instead Knot heard the jangling of keys, and for a moment considered making a move while Sirana fumbled with them. But he knew this place. He knew her.


Sirana opened the door, and they walked into the anteroom.


In the light from the street, Knot saw the painting hanging on the wall to his right. He felt a curious sense of displacement at the sight of something he both had and hadn’t seen before.


The door shut behind them, and Sirana secured it with several locks. As she stood up from her task their eyes met. The anteroom was not large; they stood within two paces of one another. Sirana closed the gap between them. He could feel her breath on his face, smell the strong but not unpleasant odor of it, her haunting beauty close, just fingers away. Had he not been too full of suspicion, had it not been for Winter, and Cinzia— bloody Cinzia, too, for Canta’s sake—he might have bent to kiss her then and there. But he didn’t. For a moment there was



pain in the bright green of her gaze. Then the look was gone, and she swept past him and into the next room.


Knot followed her, knowing the next room would be the sitting room. Beyond that, a dining room. The stairs to his left went both up and down; down to the kitchens and servants’ quarters, and up to an office and a training room of sorts— with weapons, obstacles, and a sparring zone—and then up again to the bedrooms.


“Sit,” Sirana said as she walked into the sitting room, toward a table at one end and a number of glass containers. “I’m sure you’ll want a drink.”


Knot recognized all of it, and yet none of it looked familiar. It was an impossible contradiction, one that almost made him nauseous. He took several deep breaths before he responded.


“Nothing to drink.” He sat in one of the chairs, a large stuffed leather piece that was surprisingly comfortable. “Thank you,” he added, for some reason feeling bad that it came as an afterthought.


Sirana sighed, pouring herself a drink anyway. “You don’t drink, then?” she asked. “Or you just don’t want to right now?”


“I avoid it,” Knot said. Always had, at least since he awoke in Pranna. It clouded his senses, and he could not think of a single circumstance where he wanted such a thing.


“Let me guess,” Sirana said, taking a sip of Cordonat. “It clouds your senses?”


Knot stared at her. It took effort to stop his eyes from widening.


“You used to say that all of the time,” she said. “But, then again, it didn’t stop you then. Things change, I suppose.”


“You knew Lathe,” Knot said.


Sirana laughed, but the sound was harrowing. She masked a great deal of pain.


“Yes,” she said quietly, after a moment. “I knew Lathe.”


They sat in silence for a moment. Knot figured it best to give this woman time; she did not seem to mean him harm, at least not yet. She had removed the threat of the dagger. Other threats might be lurking elsewhere, but Knot had not sensed any. As far as he could tell, the two of them were alone in the apartment.


“That was always your chair,” Sirana said, nodding at the chair in which Knot had sat. She moved to another nearby. The two were angled toward one another. “This was mine. Do you remember that?”


Knot shook his head. “I…”


“You remembered the painting,” Sirana said. “You sat in your chair.”


“I remember some things, like the painting,” Knot said. “And other things about this place. Physical, tangible, visual things. Other things are instinctual. Sitting in this chair might be one of them. Finding you at that inn—”


“We were regulars there,” Sirana said.


“Those things are intuitive. Wouldn’t garner meaning from them, if I were you.”


Sirana took another sip, then put the glass down on a small table next to her chair. She leaned forward, peering at Knot’s face.


“You wouldn’t garner meaning from them, if you were me,” she repeated.


Knot did not say anything, but let her look at him. She was having more and more of a difficult time hiding the pain in her eyes, on her face. The way she referred to him… the fact that they both had chairs in this room. The fact that Knot knew the upper bedroom contained only one large, comfortable bed told him what he needed to know.


After a moment, Sirana sat back, wiping her face with one sleeve.


“Are you him?”


Knot shook his head. Best get it over with quickly. “You know I’m not.”


“You sure as Oblivion don’t talk like him. But he’s inside you, somewhere?”


It was more than that, Knot knew. Lathe had tried to take over his body again, months ago, in league with the Daemon Bazlamit. But, when Lathe realized what that meant, what it would mean being Bazlamit’s thrall, he’d conceded his body back to Knot.


“In a way.”


Sirana shook her head. She picked up her glass with one hand, while the other began to trace patterns on the arm of her chair.


“I could take you back to the Heart of the Void,” Sirana said. “We would… help you. We could find a way to bring him back.”


“You could do that,” Knot said, the hairs rising on the back of his head. If Sirana was truly in the Triad, she was a powerful psimancer. The physical abilities she’d demonstrated at the entrance to the Swordpoint Inn—where, half-drunk, she had gotten the best of Knot—were only the beginning of her abilities. If she wanted to subdue him, she could. He might not be able to stop her.


No way in Oblivion he would go back there, though. Not like that. He had a distinct impression her use of the word “help” meant something more like “experiment on,” or “Tinker with,” and he had no interest in that.


“Relax,” Sirana said, her eyes hooded. “I won’t be doing that. You’re too valuable as you are.”


Knot frowned, but said nothing. Wyle had already taken the information they needed from him about what happened



in Roden. Other than that, there were only two reasons Knot could fathom why the Nazaniin would find him valuable. The first, of course, was his connection with Jane and, to a lesser extent, Cinzia. If they had contact with him, they had contact with the leaders of the Church of Canta. While the Church was new, and clearly an enemy in the Denomination’s eyes, they could prove valuable allies in certain circumstances.


The other was his wife, Danica Winter Cordier—if she really had become the leader he thought she had.


The Nazaniin might want to use Knot to get to the Chaos Queen. If that really was their plan, they might be in for a rude surprise. Knot was not sure Winter would want to see him at all.


“My hair is longer, you know,” Sirana said, staring into her glass. “You would have noticed that if… if you were you. I always kept it short. The entire time you knew me.”


Sirana clearly had other things on her mind than Winter and the Odenites. Knot struggled between a desire to find out more about Winter, and what, if anything, he might owe this woman.


“So we were together, before?” he prompted.


“Married.”


Married. Of course. Join the club, he thought, though the humor of it was lost on him. His relationships were turning out to be more complicated than all nine sifts in his body combined.


“Five and a half years. Or at least it had been five and a half years the night I heard about your death. Now, I suppose it’s been about eight.”


“I’m not—”


“I know you’re not, but you are for me, do you understand that? I can’t look at you and see anyone but him. For Canta’s sake, you are him. It’s silly, he’s in there somewhere, just out of my reach.”


He’s dead, Knot wanted to say. But he couldn’t bring himself to say it. And it wasn’t, technically, the truth.


“I’m sorry.”


“We married late. I was twenty-seven, you were twenty-six. Far later than most people marry these days. Of course, in our line of work, marriages don’t happen. We were an anomaly.” Sirana chuckled, but this time the sound wasn’t quite as sad. “People laughed at us. Other Nazaniin agents. Kosarin himself. They all thought we’d gone mad. But… we didn’t care. It wasn’t a normal life, but neither of us cared for normal. We just wanted to be together. That’s it. And for a while, we were.”


Knot tensed as Sirana’s arm snapped up. She threw her glass across the room, and it burst into hundreds of pieces as it shattered against the far wall.


“And then we weren’t.”


She looked away from him. Knot remained silent and still. He felt pain, deep in his chest, for what had happened to this woman, and to Lathe, and he felt sorrow for his part in it. He wondered how much of those feelings were his own, and how much were echoes of someone else.


But he couldn’t say anything like that, not here, not now. He knew instinctively, just as he knew the layout of Triah, that it would only make things worse.


After what seemed a long time, Sirana stood. Her face had returned to an expressionless mask. Her eyes were dry. Knot stood, and she finally met his eyes again.


“One of our agents will approach you soon,” she said. “He’s been tasked with befriending you. I was not joking when I said you were valuable, and we want to be connected to you. I suggest you let it happen. We have nothing planned that would harm you.”


“And when those plans change?”


“Then you’ll know.”


“I have interests of my own,” Knot said. “You said I’m valuable. I would trade information for my utility.”


Sirana waved a hand, and turned back to the small table that contained the alcohol. She poured herself another drink.


“Work that out with our agent,” she said. “You’ll know when he contacts you.”


That, at least, was progress.


Knot hesitated, not sure what to do next. He wanted to leave, but he did not want to leave this woman alone, either. Seeing her in pain hurt him, too. He wanted to help her.


“Our business is done here,” Sirana said, without turning to look at him. “You know your way out.”


Knot did and, silently, he took it.




5


The Void


KALI WAITED IN THE VOID, regarding without love the tiny, colorful, twinkling lights that speckled the darkness like stars in the night sky. Each sparkling light represented someone on the Sfaera, though most people lived their whole lives without being aware of this plane of existence. Psimancers like Kali and her old student Winter—and other, more sinister beings— knew better.


Kali waited in the Void, and then, finally, after what seemed like years but in reality had only been a few weeks, the Void changed.


Anticipation tugged at Kali’s chest.


Winter’s presence on this plane was different to any other. Instead of a tiny point of light, she was a great dark burning absence. She did not give off light, but rather drew it to her, consuming it. Kali had been trapped in the Void for almost a year and she still didn’t understand it.


Canta’s bloody bones, had it really been that long?


Slowly, the dark star shifted before her, becoming the outline of a young woman. Winter had changed since Kali first met her, in more ways than one. Where she had once been thin, her tiellan physique almost frail, she now had the lean, muscled body of a trained fighter. The tiellan had begun as Kali’s student, but Kali could not help but wonder who was



more powerful now. Psimantically, and physically. Kali yearned to pick up a sword and gauge the other’s skill. But such things were impossible in the Void.


Winter’s shade solidified into a woman with long black hair, one side of it braided tightly above one ear. Large black eyes. Her garments of black cloth and leather were expertly tailored to both fit well and allow for full range of movement. Kali wondered if the clothing existed in the physical plane, or if these were just what Winter would have liked to wear. There was such a thing as vanity in even the greatest psimancer, after all.


“You’re here,” Winter said.


Kali snorted. “You thought I’d be elsewhere?”


“I don’t think of you at all anymore. What is it you want, Kali?”


It took every ounce of discipline Kali had to not let her rage at the barb show.


“You asked me to find your tiellan psimancers,” Kali said. “The ones who stole your frost. I can tell you their location.”


Winter showed no sign of surprise or eagerness, though Kali knew how much she wanted to catch Mazille. Goddess, she’s learning too much too quickly.


“If you know,” Winter said after a moment, “Then tell me.”


Kali frowned. “Stop the act with me, girl. You may have learned a few things, moved up a bit in the Sfaera, but this is the Void. This is me. You won’t get this for free.”


Winter shrugged. “I have enough faltira, for now. If you want to share Mazille’s location with me, do it. If not, I have more important matters to attend to.”


More important matters? Who in Oblivion did this girl think she was?


“I didn’t come into the Void for you,” Winter said, “and



my other business can wait.” The moment Winter’s projection began to fade, Kali took an unthinking step forward.


“Wait,” she said sharply, cursing how desperate she sounded. Winter had to be bluffing; Kali could not believe her addiction had been curbed enough that she didn’t care about the stash of frost that had been stolen from her.


But Kali was desperate. She could not wait any longer.


“I’ll tell you the location. I’ll even help you get your frost back. But I need something from you.”


Winter’s form resolidified. “What do you want from me, Kali?”


Winter knew very well what Kali wanted, but apparently she was going to make her say it.


“I want to get out,” Kali said. “I want to live again.”


“And you think I can help you with this?”


“I know you can. You’re the key to my freedom, Winter. In Izet—”


“In Izet you used me.”


“And you attacked me,” Kali snapped. “If you don’t think that’s how the Sfaera works, you have more learning to do.”


“How exactly do you think I can help you leave the Sfaera, Kali? How do you expect me to help you ‘live again’?”


Had she still held physical form, Kali would have taken a deep breath. She had thought this through time and time again.


“In Izet, I used one of your acumenic tendra to leave. In my previous attempts, acumenic tendra have always been key. But I’ve never had a lacuna prepared for me. So I’ll need two things: I’ll need your permission to interact with your acumenic tendra, and I’ll need you to blot someone for me. Prepare them.”


“You want me to kill someone for you.”


“Oh please,” Kali said, rolling her eyes. “You kill people all



the time. It would be a small matter to make one into a lacuna for me.”


Winter did not respond, and for a moment Kali feared she would leave without another word. But then, Winter looked up, her black eyes meeting Kali’s.


“I have been studying rihnemin lately. Every type of rihnemin I can get my hands on. Or my tendra, more accurately.”


Kali blinked, unsure of the reason behind this change in subject. Winter had used a rihnemin in the battle Kali had shown to Knot. How, or to what end, she had no idea. She had very little way to contact or view the outside world, but she burned to know what connection the rihnemin might have with psimancy. Her fellow Nazaniin had guessed there might be a connection, but had found none in their experiments. How a talented but inexperienced psimancer like Winter had succeeded, Kali could not guess.


“I believe each rihnemin was created for a purpose. A firestone, an earthstone, a mindstone, and others. I think I have found a traveling stone, not too distant from Adimora. If it does what I think it does, I can use that to get to Mazille and her band as quickly as possible.”


Kali stared at Winter, speechless and suspicious. What could Winter hope to gain by telling her this?


“You will tell me the thieves’ location first,” Winter said. “I will go there and destroy them, and you will help, if you can. We will reclaim my faltira. Afterward, I will attempt what you ask.”


So Winter hadn’t changed after all. Relief flooded through Kali, but she kept her feelings hidden. She had learned to do such a thing before Winter was born.


“I agree to your terms,” she said, “but I must have your word that afterward you will help me.”


Winter nodded, once. “You have my word, then. After I’ve killed Mazille and her band, and taken back my frost, with your help, I will provide what you need.”


This time, Kali allowed herself a smile. “Good,” she said. “Good. They are not so far from Adimora as I would have run, were I them. Fortunate for you.”


“Show me,” Winter said.


Together, they rushed through the Void to the small cluster of lights Kali had found.


Her salvation.




6


Adimora


THE SUN CREPT OVER the horizon as Winter rode out from Adimora. She traveled with those closest to her: Urstadt and Selldor, and Rorie, the clanswoman who had first brought them into Adimora, who still served as her advisor when it came to the unfamiliar laws and culture of the clans.


An autumn chill swept across the eastern plains, stirring a memory of her childhood village, Pranna, on the north coast. It had always been cold there, even on the warmest of summer days. As the river valley fell behind them, the flatness of the plains no longer disturbed her as they used to. She was beginning to feel at home in this strange land, even though she knew she was not, and would likely never be.


“You going to tell us where we’re going yet, Your Majesty?” Selldor asked, pushing his horse alongside Winter’s.


“I already have.”


“To find Mazille, I gathered that much, but… what makes you think they are north of the city?”


“We’re going north,” Winter said, “To the travelstone.”


“What’s that?”


“You’ll see when we get there.”


Selldor glanced back at Urstadt and Rorie, who rode some way behind them, deep in conversation. “It’s just us, Your Majesty. If you’ll forgive me saying, ain’t no need to be so cryptic.”


He was right, of course. All three of them had proven their loyalty many times over.


“The travelstone is a rihnemin,” she explained. “Like the one I used at the Battle of the Rihnemin; I believe you’ve heard me call that one the firestone.” Since her use of the firestone, she had felt a draw toward every rihnemin she came within a certain proximity of, and had discovered the purpose of many of them, as she had told Kali.


The purpose of the immense rihnemin in Adimora itself still eluded her. No matter how many times she tried accessing it with her tendra, or in what combinations, the stone did not respond. The myriad runes she could touch lit up, but she could awake none of the power it must surely contain. Most of the stone was buried underground. Perhaps there were runes hidden by dirt, and without access to them it was defunct.


“Aye,” Selldor said slowly, “so this one is for…”


“Traveling.”


“In what way?”


“I’ll show you,” Winter said. Or she hoped she could show them. She’d only tried it once, on her last journey up here. Winter had ridden alone to visit the rihnemin she’d sensed, only to find herself back in her quarters in Adimora as soon as she’d accessed the power. The dangers of a wandering mind and a grumbling stomach, perhaps. Her euphoria at the swift journey had been tempered by the trouble she’d had maneuvering her indignant mare out of her cramped tent. But at least that proved she could bring more than just herself when she used the travelstone.


“And you’re going to use this stone to… travel us all?” Rorie asked. Winter glanced round and was surprised to see she and Urstadt had ridden closer.


“To transport us all, yes,” Winter said. Hopefully. It would be embarrassing if it didn’t work, which was why she hadn’t brought much of an audience. If it did work, the stone would take them to the place Kali had told her about: a forest outside the city of Darbon.


The return trip would take a week, unfortunately, unless Winter stumbled upon another travelstone near Darbon. She wasn’t counting on it.


It took them less than an hour to get to the rihnemin Winter sought, a relic of the ancient tiellan civilization. The stones were scattered across the plains more commonly than the rest of Khale, it seemed to Winter. She had found a good half-dozen within a day’s ride of Adimora alone. As the stone appeared in the distance, she took a faltira crystal. In moments, power flowed through her, as did the anticipation of what she was about to attempt.


The travelstone stood about as tall as she did when riding her horse; it was as wide as she could stretch out her arms.


“Ain’t that impressive,” Selldor muttered. He made to dismount, but Winter stopped him.


“I thought the same when I first saw it.” She nudged her horse alongside the stone, drawing a dagger. “Stay close to me; Urstadt by my side, Selldor and Rorie directly behind us.”


They did as she asked. Winter slid the blade lightly along her palm, refusing to wince at the pain. She placed her bloodied hand on the stone. “This might feel strange,” she warned. She only needed to use about thirty tendra to access every rune on the stone, and did so quickly, each one drawn to a different rune, each rune subsequently glowing a slightly different color. When she had connected with them all, the myriad of colors shifted to become a single, faintly glowing violet. The glow of this rihnemin



seemed softer, more subtle than that of the firestone.


Her conscious thoughts had not directed the fire on the day of the battle; she had never ordered it to attack the Outsider, and then the next, and so forth. It had just happened. Perhaps it had been powered by intention rather than thought.


She focused on the ache that arose within her whenever she thought of the stolen frost, and on the name of a city she had never been to: Darbon. The rihnemin’s violet glow pulsed, became a cloud that engulfed her and her horse and Urstadt and Selldor and Rorie and…


Winter blinked, the cloud fading. She stood in a very different place than the eastern plains. There was no rihnemin here, not that she could see.


But there was a city.


* * *


Winter moved as silently as she could between great trees that blocked the sun from view, leaves drifting lazily from the branches above in flakes of brown and orange.


“You are sure they are nearby?” Urstadt asked.


“I am sure.”


You are sure they are nearby? Winter asked Kali.


Kali laughed. I am sure. Their ability to communicate while Kali was in the Void was improving; Winter did not know whether she liked that improvement. While it certainly made things easier, Winter could never be sure when Kali was there and when she wasn’t, unless she cut Kali off completely.


Winter paid close attention to the ground beneath her, watching for unnatural disturbances in the leaves, broken branches and twigs from the smaller foliage, and other signs of recent passage. If she caught a trail, it would almost certainly be Mazille’s. Assuming Kali was telling her the truth.


Don’t forget your promise, Kali said.


I’ve given you my word. I’ll get you what you need.


Winter crouched. “Here,” she said quietly, pointing at broken and disturbed leaves. “People have passed through here recently.”


This has to be them, Kali’s voice echoed in Winter’s head.


It bloody better be.


Winter held up one hand, and they all stopped. Voices came faintly to them on the breeze. They were in the right place.


Just the thought of regaining her faltira hoard thrilled her. The days of withdrawal she’d gone through after the theft, before she’d been able to procure more, had been almost unbearable.


The band crept through the leaves until they came upon a group in a clearing gathered around the remains of charred, extinguished fire. Mazille, a large tiellan woman, sat at the edge of the clearing, leaning against a tree trunk that was wider than Winter could reach with both arms outstretched. Her five fellow psimancers were still with her.


These are the six? Kali asked.


Yes. We’ve found them.


Suddenly, the youngest of the band—Vlak, hardly more than fifteen summers—stood sharply. He said something to the others, something Winter could not hear. Almost as one, the five moved toward Mazille at a word from her. Winter could hear the hysteria in their voices, high and tight.


Mazille was giving them frost. Winter’s frost.


It was the last taste of faltira any of them would ever have.


One of them is a voyant.


Kali cursed in Winter’s head. You could have told me that earlier. If you’re dealing with a voyant, you’ll—


I’ll be fine.


Winter slipped another faltira crystal in her mouth and



almost immediately felt the drug’s effects.


Their voyant has informed them we’re here, Winter told Kali. But I don’t think he knows where we are, or what we’re about to do.


Be thankful for that. Means he isn’t that powerful, or he hasn’t learned to harness his power yet, at least. Apparently not all tiellans catch on as quickly as you do.


Winter motioned to her companions. They had agreed she would go in alone, first, and that they would only act as a backup, in case things went south for Winter.


She did not foresee that happening.


Kali’s voice echoed in her head. I hope you know what you’re doing. You’re my only ticket out of this place. If you die—


Kali, Winter’s thought was firm in her mind, and Kali stopped speaking. If you really care about what happens to me, give me a moment of silence. Let me concentrate.


Kali, blessedly, obeyed.


Winter stood from where she crouched in the foliage. One of the thieves spotted her almost immediately, shouting a warning to the others. Winter recognized him as Orsolya, one of the telenics. He and one of the others, Astasios, were siblings. She remembered their light brown, almost golden eyes.


Before the others could even turn to regard her, tendra burst from Winter. She sent ten tendra to each one of her enemies. Overkill—she needed only one or two for each person—but she would take no chances. And she wanted these people to witness her power.


She stripped them of their weapons first. The bows, then the daggers and swords in plain sight. They might have other weapons, and Winter would strip them of those as well, as the opportunities presented themselves. She sensed tendra moving toward her from each of the telenics: Mazille, Orsolya,



and Astasios. The siblings attacked her with two each, while Mazille was able to summon more—seven that Winter could sense. Winter dedicated eleven of her own tendra exclusively to cutting off theirs at every turn, as Nash had taught her, breaking their hold on anything they came in contact with.


The acumens, Phares and Opal, attacked next. They were both older tiellans, Phares an old man with long silver hair, a stooped posture, and wrinkling skin; Opal stood at least a head taller than Winter, astoundingly tall for a tiellan woman, her limbs thin and wiry.


Winter felt the acumenic tendra slide toward her, nine in total, seeking to penetrate her mind.


Kali, Winter called.


I see them. I can handle nine tendra from my end, no problem. While telenic tendra had no manifestation in the Void, and both telenic and acumenic tendra were completely invisible in reality—Winter could sense where they were, but could not see them—acumenic tendra were visible in the Void. Winter could probably handle these tendra on her own, but she wanted to show as much strength as possible. The tiellan psimancers would likely not realize that someone else was helping Winter from the Void. They would think this was all her.


She wanted them to fear her as much as possible, before they died.


Do it, Winter ordered. Your freedom depends on it, as you said.


Winter lifted the psimancers from the ground, using their clothing to gain a hold. Telenic tendra could only interact with non-living objects, while acumenic tendra had the opposite limitation: they could only interact with the living.


She pinned each of her enemies against a tree.


For a moment, Winter’s mind flashed back to Izet. She



had done something like this once before, on the orders of the Emperor Daval, then avatar of Azael. She had pinned a man against a wall, and had sent every weapon in the room at his vulnerable, helpless body.


Was she as much a monster as Daval ever was?


Winter shook the thought from her mind, and strode forward into the center of the clearing.


“Search the camp,” she said. “Find my faltira.” The moment she said it, Urstadt, Selldor, and Rorie slipped from their hiding places and moved past her to rummage in the belongings of the captives.


The psimancers struggled against Winter’s tendra. The telenics tried to break her hold on them with their own, but Winter cut them off at every turn. It was as easy as swatting a child’s hand away from a sweet roll before dinner.


“How did you find us?” Mazille asked, her voice strained. It could not be comfortable to be hanging by one’s clothes.


No, Winter thought. This will not do. Not all of the tiellans could see her, so she moved several of them to different trees so they all were pinned within her field of vision. One of them, Vlak, cried out as he was violently moved through the air to a different tree.


That’s better.


“Did you honestly think I wouldn’t?” Winter asked.


She was met with silence. At least they weren’t begging for their lives. That much was to their credit.


“No,” Winter said slowly, answering her own question. “You always knew I would seek you out, eventually. You just didn’t think I’d find you this quickly.”


You have me to thank for that, Kali said softly.


If you want your freedom, you’ll keep silent until this is through.


“You know what I want,” Winter continued. “Where is the faltira?”


The captives said nothing.


Very well.


With one tendra, Winter took one of the daggers that she’d torn from a belt. Slowly, she sent it through the air until it hung, perfectly still, in front of one of young Vlak’s eyes.


He reminds you of Lian.


Winter frowned. That voice was not Kali’s. But she was not sure it was hers, either. But it was true; from the moment Winter had first seen Vlak in Adimora, she’d had that thought. The boy had light hair and light eyes, and a long, pensive face just like Lian.


It doesn’t matter that he reminds me of Lian. I’ll do what I have to do.


What are you talking about? Kali asked.


Winter ignored her. “Vlak will lose an eye, first. He’ll lose more than that, the longer you refuse to speak to me. And when I’m through with him, I’ll cut through the rest of you.


“The path you are on will not save the tiellan people,” Mazille said.


Winter laughed. “I hardly think a thief cares about the tiellan plight.”


“You think you are helping our people, but you are leading them to destruction.”


The fake smile faded from Winter’s face. “And why do you think this?”


“We know it,” Vlak said. “I’ve seen the destruction of our people.” He was staring wildly at the dagger, just a hair’s breadth away from his eye. “At your hands.”


Winter tutted. “You’ve ‘seen’ it? And I’m supposed to believe the word of a child?”


He reminds you of Lian.


“I’m a voyant,” Vlak said.


“You’ve known you’re a voyant for how long, now? At your age, it can’t be more than a year. And you truly think you understand your powers, what your visions mean, at this stage?”


“That’s all the time you’ve known you’re a psimancer,” Phares growled at her. His voice was low and rasping. “What makes you think you’re any different than he?”


“I’m not,” she said with a shrug. “I don’t understand a hundredth of what I can do. But I understand enough to defeat the six of you, and that seems to settle a few things, in my mind. I’m the best hope our people have had in centuries at regaining some of their power.”


“If you’re our best hope, then we’re doomed,” Mazille said.


Winter was losing her patience, the stolen faltira still on her mind. And yet…


“Tell me your vision,” Winter said. “We can confront it together.”


“He’ll only tell you if you promise to spare us,” Mazille said, a mite too quickly.


Winter smiled. So that was it.


“That’s your bargaining chip, then? This ‘vision’ you’ve seen?”


Mazille shifted in the tendra net. “If you really want to know how you can save our people, you’ll spare us.”


Urstadt approached Winter, a leather satchel in one hand. “Your Majesty.”


Winter peered inside to see the satchel’s contents. A few dozen faltira crystals. Each crystal was roughly the size of the last joint of a man’s thumb, ranging in color from clear to crystal blue.
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