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PART I


THOSE LEFT BEHIND













1


172nd Year of the People’s Age, dungeons of the imperial palace in Izet, Roden


A WOMAN SLEEPS. A woman sleeps, and she dreams.


Her dreams twist together, littered with holes, and even as she dreams the woman wonders who she is. The woman is a woman, she supposes. She’s tiellan, too, and this seems important, but the woman has difficulty defining herself in this moment. If the woman is tiellan she is also a daughter, a daughter who loves to hunt and fish, who loves to be among the trees and out on the water. If the woman is tiellan, and a daughter, then she is a wife, as well. The woman’s husband must be dead. The woman loved her husband, but when she thinks of his face the image is blurred. If the woman is tiellan, a daughter, a huntress, a fisherwoman, a wife, if she is all these things then she is at least one thing more.


The woman is a weapon.


But her mind shies away from this thought. The woman knows she must not think of this. The woman knows that this only brings her pain, and sorrow, and sadness.


So, instead, the woman lets her mind wander. Her mind expands, and she begins to soar through the thoughts of those around her. That guard, walking past her door, for instance. The woman’s mind watches him, follows him, sees what he sees and knows what he knows until she becomes him.


* * *




Outside the sky is gray and the air is cold, and inside the air is not much warmer. Enri Crawn walks briskly through the dungeons, making one final round before he returns home to his wife.


Enri shivers as he passes one of the cells, though Enri can’t tell whether the shiver comes from the cold or the girl in the cell. The damn tiellan girl. The girl who seems to have turned an entire empire on its head. Rumors say the girl is an assassin from Khale, that she was sent to kill the emperor. And now, the emperor lies dead. Whether the tiny girl in the cell—just a tiellan, for Canta’s sake—could have killed the most powerful man in Roden, though, does not seem likely. Almost makes him want to ask questions. But Enri has never been one for asking questions.


Enri never much cared for the emperor. Enri Crawn will live and die a gaoler, and the emperor will never be the wiser. Enri is dully surprised by the emptiness he feels inside himself when he thinks of his emperor, dead. And the Tokal-Ceno, too. He remembers what he overheard in Wazel’s bar the other night, that a man like the emperor leaves an emptiness when he passes, a great space that demands to be filled. Such philosophical thoughts flee his mind as he exits the dreary stone dungeon and walks to his home.


The air is not much warmer inside than it is out. His wife Lisala is in the kitchen, and so is Keiten Gliss. Enri frowns. Bloody Keiten Gliss. Gliss is one of the cooks for House Amok, and having connections to such a house—especially in times like these—is important. But Enri Crawn can’t help but wonder why the man spends so much time with his wife. Enri is of half a mind to get to the bottom of the situation… but no. Not this time, he tells himself. This time, he’s just going to eat his dinner, kick up his feet, and smoke a pipe. After all, Enri Crawn never asks questions.




“I’d best be going,” Keiten finally says.


Lisala smiles. “Thank you for stopping by,” she says. “We always appreciate your company.” With a thud, Enri’s booted feet kick up onto the tiny table in front of his chair, and he fishes in his coat pocket for his pipe and weed.


* * *


Keiten Gliss walks out into the dreary evening, already feeling the sadness of leaving Lisala. Keiten pities the poor fool Enri, of course, but Enri is not a bad man. He is not a good man either, but then again neither is Keiten. Enri simply married the wrong woman. And, with any luck, Keiten’s plan to change that will finish marinating very soon.


It begins to rain, and Keiten curses. Winter snows are one thing—bloody cold, to be sure, but beautiful in their own way and sticking to everything. Rain, on the other hand, he despises. Rain does not make the world beautiful, only wet and slippery and annoying as all Oblivion. And, of course, today Keiten has not worn his coat. It is that time of season, just between winter and spring, where the weather can’t seem to make up its mind. Keiten pulls his jacket more tightly around him as the rain falls heavier, soaking through the fabric and through his skin.


He rushes along the wet streets, annoyed at the rain and disappointed at leaving Lisala, until he finally reaches his destination: Castle Amok. With a sigh of relief, Keiten slips through the gate and into the courtyard, nodding at the guard, and rushes up to his quarters where he can make a warm fire.


* * *


Sergeant Desmon Durii, gate guard of Castle Amok, frowns at the idiot cook as he runs past, but nods in return nonetheless. Politeness never hurt a man, Desmon’s gramm used to say. Other tools hurt a man, of course, and Desmon knows a great



deal about those. But not politeness.


Rain patters on Desmon’s armor. He looks back out into the city from his post at the gate and wonders what will happen to House Amok, to Izet, and to Roden as a whole. The emperor is dead, and Desmon does not know how to react to such news. Even less so to the death of the Tokal-Ceno, leader of a religion that had not existed in Roden for centuries, but had re-emerged in the last decade. Desmon’s sympathy would lie much more with the emperor than the Tokal, if his own lord had not been so involved in the Ceno re-emergence.


Lord Daval Amok has treated Desmon well, and thus while Lord Amok grieves, Desmon grieves, too. But tensions rise as houses swirl around the vacant throne; Emperor Grysole left no children or heirs. His rumored betrothal to Andia of House Luce is a topic of constant conversation. House Luce, of course, has made the plans for this betrothal public in an attempt to place Andia on the throne, but without any proof their claim is still weak. House Amok, while it doesn’t have the largest army, or the greatest wealth of the noble families of Roden, is still a high house and thus its members are eligible for the throne. Whether Desmon’s master wants that burden or not, Desmon is not sure. Desmon has always considered Daval Amok a timid man.


Desmon worries about what will happen in the coming weeks. There will be more assassinations as the noble houses vie for the throne. Which is why Desmon Durii must be on guard. His lord is under threat, and it is Desmon’s job, and the job of his fellow soldiers, to protect Daval Amok.


“Excuse me, Sergeant Durii,” someone behind him says.


Desmon turns to see a young boy, barely fourteen, fidgeting behind him. Desmon straightens, absently brushing imaginary dust from his armor and instead flicking rainwater everywhere.




“What is it, boy?”


“Your replacement is late,” the boy says. “Weslin wanted me to tell you so.”


Desmon sighs. “Very well.” It’s not the first time Weslin’s been late, Canta knows. Desmon will have words to exchange with Weslin, to be sure. He could bring Captain Urstadt into it, but Desmon prefers to keep his own men in line. “Thanks for letting me know, boy. On your way now.”


* * *


I’m not a boy, Fil Parce thinks, as he runs back towards the keep of Castle Amok to escape the rain. If Mistress Hamma thinks he’s spent even one more moment outside than he needs to, she’ll make him scrub garderobes for a week. Fil sees two maids exiting the narrow servants’ door on the side of the keep. Fil picks up his pace and slips through the door, barely making it inside. Fil smiles at the cries of surprise from the maids outside. Fil doesn’t care; they don’t understand his game.


Fil, his work done for the day, trots through the servants’ hallway. Desmon is only a house guard. If Desmon were as good as everyone said, he’d be in the emperor’s personal army, or even a Reaper. Instead, Desmon is here, at Castle Amok, guarding a gate that no one cares about.


Fil reaches the door that leads into the great hall of the keep, covered in tapestries, paintings, and glistening suits of armor. No, a good man is a good warrior, but he also makes something of his life. Desmon’s life doesn’t seem to be going anywhere.


Fil’s life, on the other hand, will be different. He has been training with the sword, which will surely help. Or rather with a stick that he figures is about the size of a sword. Weslin has been helping him. Fil does not like Weslin. While he has some good things to say about sword fighting, he says strange things



to Fil, things that make Fil uncomfortable. Fil thinks about telling Desmon. Perhaps Desmon will want to help Fil learn to fight, too. But Weslin has told Fil not to mention anything about their training to Desmon.


The door he waits by opens slightly, and Master Frenn walks through, head held high. Master Frenn looks down disapprovingly at Fil, but before the old man can say anything, Fil slips through the door before it closes. Fil smiles. Twice in a row. A lucky day!


Fil walks through the great hall. He does not care much for the tapestries, or the paintings, but he loves the suits of armor. He imagines himself wearing one someday, fighting great battles. For good measure, Fil takes the fencer’s stance that Weslin has been teaching him, and holds his arm out as if he were holding a sword. But, before he can take one lunge, Fil hears a soft laugh behind him.


“Fighting ghosts again, Fil?”


Fil turns to see Cova Amok, Lord Daval’s youngest daughter, smiling at him from the end of the hall. Fil immediately blushes, because he thinks that Cova Amok is certainly the most beautiful person he has ever seen, and now she has caught him play-acting, again, and thinks of him as a boy just as Desmon does. Cova is only five years his senior, but she acts like she is his mother.


“I was just practicing,” Fil says, looking down at the ground.


“Practicing is for practice yards, not noble halls,” Cova says. The light-blue silk dress she wears falls perfectly over her hips and onwards to the floor. Fil is careful not to look at Cova’s dress, or the shape beneath it, for too long. Mistress Hamma has warned him that to do so is a serious offense against those of noble birth. Fil has to take one look, though. He doesn’t think Cova is the



most beautiful thing in the world for nothing. He sees her face, fair and framed by hair the color of spun gold. Fil smiles.


* * *


Cova Amok grins back at Fil, expecting him to say something, but he does not. Cova feels a stab of regret—perhaps her comment was too harsh. She does not care whether the lad “practices” in the great hall or not. But now he stares at her, eyes wide, that silly grin on his face. Cova sighs.


“I’d love to stay and talk,” she says, “but the hour grows late.”


Fil nods almost imperceptibly, eyes still wide. Cova shakes her head, and crosses the great hall. She is fond of the boy, even if he is absent-minded. Even if he stares. Cova has never appreciated the stares of men, and makes no exception for Fil. But he is only a child, and can hardly know better. Men are different. Men lie, men change. Even Cova’s father, who she has loved and respected her whole life, has changed. Cova can’t quite put her finger on how, but something is off. The way he speaks. The look in his eyes when he smiles at her. He is still her father, but he is not the same. Cova knows her father was close with the Tokal-Ceno and the emperor, and such deaths would change any nobleman. Canta knows, they have an effect on Cova.


Perhaps I have changed, Cova thinks. Perhaps I’m the one who is different. Cova is a grown woman, now—the youngest of four, but no longer a child. The world’s worries have become her worries; the looming war threatens her family and the future of their house. Cova reaches out a hand, brushing against a tapestry. Her mother, if she were still alive, would tell her not to touch. Cova had never gotten along with her mother when she was alive, but she misses her now.


Cova walks up the steps at the end of the great hall, up the floors of the keep, to her family’s chambers. She walks past the



rooms that once belonged to her brothers. They are all married now, living on estates outside Izet or moved to other cities. Cova is all but alone now. Cova sees the door to her father’s chamber is wide open, and inside he stands tall and still. He turns, perhaps at the sound of her footsteps.


“Cova,” he says, and smiles, but again Cova is disturbed at how hollow his eyes look.


“Hello, Father,” Cova says, returning the smile and curtsying politely.


“Come in,” Cova’s father says. “Come in and sit with me, like you did when you were a little girl. I could have Rolof ascend and read us some of Tolokin’s Tales ; you always loved them as a child.”


Cova does not respond for a moment, taken aback by her father’s sudden nostalgia. They have not spoken of such things in years. A part of Cova wants to do as her father says, to feel that connection with him once more. But another part of Cova compels her to remain outside the door.


“I’m sorry, Father,” she says, “perhaps another night. I’m very tired, and I need to sleep.” Cova can’t say why, but she does not trust her father in this moment. She does not know what he will do or say to her, alone in his chamber.


“Of course, daughter,” Lord Amok says. “Another time, indeed. Sleep well, my dear.”


* * *


Lord Daval Amok smiles as his daughter departs. He loves his daughter, wants only the best for her. Just as he loves his family and Roden itself. Just as he loves the Sfaera, and will do anything to make it the best it can be. Lord Daval Amok walks silently through his chamber towards the large looking-glass above his mantel. He is old, but the pain that once plagued his joints and the fatigue that once beset him after a simple flight of stairs are no longer present.




* * *


Lord Daval Amok stops before the looking-glass and gazes into it, seeing his own reflection. But, looking back at him is not the old man he has grown so used to seeing, skin wrinkled, gray hair receding, eyes dark and hooded. No, what stares back at him is something very different. A darkness. A skull, bare and black as if charred and polished, wreathed in dark flame.


* * *


Winter woke with a start, cowering in the corner of her cell, although she knew immediately that she had not been sleeping. Her mind seemed looser, lately, prone to wander and latch on to the closest consciousness. Winter had almost grown accustomed to it; the sensation was not unpleasant, and anything that could get her away from this wretched cell, from reality, from the memories of what had happened Before, was welcome.


This time was different, however. This time was not welcome. The man whose mind she had entered at the last was not a mind she had ever entered before. And what she saw as the man looked into the mirror…


A darkness. A black skull wreathed in dark fire.


The image flashed in Winter’s mind when she closed her eyes. It reminded her of what happened Before, of the terrible things she had seen, and with those sights the feelings, and with those feelings knowledge.


Winter clenched her fists, clenched her jaw. Took deep, slow breaths. But the tightness in her chest, the constricting force around her heart, did not leave her.


Murderer, a voice whispered in her mind.


Winter shook her head, rocking back and forth on the floor of her cell. She was alone. Her friends were gone. Her power was gone. She was alone, and only death awaited her.
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Keep of Castle Amok, Izet, Roden


“MY LORD, IT IS time.” Urstadt’s voice was soft but clear from the hallway.


“Just give me a moment,” Daval said, excitement flowing through him. Surely Urstadt would be even more excited than he; this was her plan coming to fruition, after all.


Daval dressed. The large dark-green robe with the oversized hood commanded a different type of respect than his decorated clothing, clothing that befitted his position in a high, noble house. As Lord Amok, Daval had great power and respect. But as the new Tokal-Ceno, Daval had something more.


“My Lord,” Urstadt greeted him as he exited his chamber.


Daval nodded to her, smiling. As always, Urstadt wore her half-armor: steel cuirass and faulds, each plated with a thin layer of rose gold, and matching gauntlets and greaves. She wore a suit of micromail—a recent invention of the imperial smithies, both lighter and stronger than traditional chain—beneath the plate. In one arm she carried her helmet, a barbute of the same rose-gilded steel, etched to make the face of the helm look like a skull, accented by black gems near the eyes. The contrast was odd; Urstadt looked somewhat feminine in her armor, but the skull contrasted sharply against the rose gold. Of course, when Urstadt had been promoted to Daval’s guard captain, he had granted her whichever armor she desired. In fact, since the suit



had been finished, Daval couldn’t think of a moment he had seen his guard captain out of armor. She slept in the bloody set for all he knew.


At Urstadt’s waist was a short sword, scabbard and hilt also of rose gold, but her preferred weapon she carried in one hand. Her glaive—a poled weapon with a curved blade on one end—was an inelegant, ugly thing, taller than she was with a dented, dark steel blade and scarred, blackbark handle. Some laughed at and derided Urstadt’s rose-gold armor; but her glaive, and her skill with it, was not something to jest about.


“Tell me everything,” Daval said, as they walked down the hall. “How goes our little example?”


“Well enough,” Urstadt said. “House Farady took the bait.”


Daval nodded. He knew they would. The potential power they might accrue by undermining Daval’s fish trade would have been irresistible. House Amok, of course, was one of the high houses for many reasons, but first and foremost for commerce. Fish and other fruits of the sea had been their specialty for hundreds of years, but as time passed the Amok lords had sought other sources of income, from the marble quarries near the western coast to the logging beastmen on the Cracked Horn, the northeast peninsula of Roden. But, by striking the Amok fishing industry, a tiny house like Farady could shake the very foundation of House Amok.


But a shaken foundation was not a broken one, which was why he and Urstadt had orchestrated the whole thing.


Urstadt led Daval to the cells below the keep. Unlike those in the imperial palace, Castle Amok’s dungeons were very modest: a few cells below ground, near the wine cellars. Not particularly high-security.


They didn’t need to be. They were generally only for



holding other nobles, soon to be released on negotiated terms. A certain level of comfort was expected. Daval was not surprised to see Darst Farady lounging on a cot with a smirk on his face in one of the cells. Two other men sat in the cells on either side of Darst, but he was obviously the leader.


“The great Lord Amok himself.” Darst grinned as he saw Daval approach. “I’m honored by your accommodations.”


Daval bowed to Darst, watching the young man through the iron bars. Darst did not move from his lounging position on the cot, one leg up, the other dangling over the edge, one arm curled behind his head in a makeshift pillow.


“I trust you’re being treated fairly?” Daval asked. Despite Darst being only a stripling and of a house significantly less powerful than Amok, Daval wouldn’t skimp on formalities. He must not give any impression of skirting the law.


The young man—perhaps no older than Daval’s daughter—shrugged. “Fairly enough, I suppose. When will I get out of here?”


Daval took a deep breath. “I can’t be sure, my Lord. You were caught attempting to set fire to my property.”


Darst laughed. “You surely can’t blame me. Given the rumors about your warehouse, you had to expect trouble of some kind.”


Daval sighed. “We did, of course. Which is why you were caught.”


“I don’t think you have any witnesses who actually saw us attempt this alleged arson,” Darst said. “So, considering the fact that no damage was done, I’d think being held a day or two in your cells would be sufficient punishment, wouldn’t you?”


In times of peace, this was often the way light disputes were settled between houses. The offending party was held in the injured house’s dungeons for an agreed-upon amount of time,



and then released without further prosecution. If the offense was severe, a formal trial might be held, but such instances were rare. House representatives settled most disputes through informal negotiations.


This was not peacetime, however. Daval could not be so lenient. And, of course, their plan dictated he act otherwise.


“No damage was done?” Daval asked. “You expect me to believe that?”


Darst snorted. “Of course I do. Go check your warehouse yourself, old man. It’s still standing.”


Urstadt slammed her glaive against the cell bars with a resounding clang. Daval flinched at the sound, and Darst nearly leapt out of the cot.


“You will refer to Lord Amok with the proper respect,” Urstadt said, her voice as hard as the iron she’d just struck.


“Canta rising,” Darst muttered, sitting up on the cot. “No need to get so touchy about it.”


“You should take my captain’s advice, my Lord,” Daval said quietly. “She is an intelligent woman.”


“Just tell us our sentence. Two days? Three? I’ll stay four if you insist, if that’ll end this discussion sooner rather than later.” Darst shifted on the cot, and Daval resisted the urge to smile. The boy was uncomfortable now. Good.


Daval sighed. “I’m afraid things aren’t that simple, my Lord. The fire you started spread, and was unquenchable by the time help arrived. We had to watch it burn.”


Darst’s brow furrowed as he looked up at Daval. “That can’t be possible. Your men caught us before we even started the fire.”


Daval shrugged, raising his hands. “You say that, but how can I believe you? You’ve already admitted intent to commit arson.”


“I… it wasn’t us,” Darst said. “We were only meant to scare



you, anyway. Never were going to start a real fire. We were to lurk around your property a bit, get caught. That was all.”


Daval pursed his lips, stepping closer to the bars. He peered in at Darst. “Do not lie to me, my Lord. Lies don’t become men of power. Truth is our greatest ally.”


“I… I’m not lying. We did not start any fire, Lord Amok. I swear it.”


Daval felt the fear within this young man as if it were his own. It was beautiful.


“Despite your avowals otherwise, we do have witnesses,” Urstadt said. “Three people can assert they saw you, each of you, starting the fire that decimated the Amok warehouse.”


“But…”


“You’re lying.”


Daval frowned. That last assertion had not come from Darst, but from one of his companions. Daval was of half a mind to ignore the idiot, but this one’s defiance irked him. Daval felt the fear radiating from Darst like the sun’s rays on a summer day; this other one, the one who had just spoken, emitted no such fear.


Daval walked a few paces to the left to confront his accuser. “You say I’m lying?” Daval asked.


“It is a great offense to accuse a High Lord of dishonesty,” Urstadt stated. “The penalties are severe.”


“I don’t give a shit about penalties,” the young man said. This one was different than Darst, and was closer to thirty than twenty. His face, pale and unshaved, was not the face of a Rodenese nobleman.


“Perhaps you should,” Daval replied. “It seems they may be more severe for you than they would be for your friends.” If Daval’s suspicions were correct, then this man was not a noble, and was not protected by noble tradition. High Lords had



executed men for less impertinence.


“Keep quiet,” Darst hissed from the other cell. “Let me do the talking.”


The pale, scruffy-looking man glared at Daval, but said nothing more.


“We did not burn down your warehouse,” Darst said, his voice strained. “But… but say we did. What sort of sentencing agreement would we negotiate, then?”


Daval nodded slowly. He wanted the boy to think he was actually considering his response. “I couldn’t say for certain,” Daval said. “An offense this weighty has not been levied against my house in many years. Perhaps… perhaps six months’ incarceration.”


The way Darst’s eyes widened in panic brought a shiver of excitement through Daval’s body.


“Six months?” The pale commoner spoke again. “You can’t keep us here for six bloody months!”


“Shut up, Svol,” Darst said. “He can, and he will.”


“Of course, six months is what we would negotiate if arson were the only charge against you three,” Daval said. It was time to close in for the kill. “Unfortunately, there is more.”


Darst looked at Daval in disbelief. Incredible how the boy had transformed since Daval had first entered the room. His languid rebellion had turned into tense panic. It was lovely to observe.


“What else is there?” Darst asked, his face now almost as pale as Svol’s.


Daval nodded to Urstadt. Urstadt stepped forward, so her face was practically touching the cell bars. “Darst Farady, you and your companions are charged with malicious arson in the form of burning down one of House Amok’s most productive warehouses.”


“We already know that one,” the third prisoner said. “What’s the other?”




Interesting, Daval thought. He peered into the cell of the man who had just spoken.


“And,” Urstadt continued, “you and your companions are charged with the murder of five people, workers under the protection of House Amok, who perished in the fire.”


To the left, Svol gasped. Darst stepped back, his face almost as white as the washed walls of the cell. Ignoring them, Daval met eyes with the third man, and wondered. There was fear here, yes. And defiance, too. But there was something else.


“The penalty for your crimes is death,” Urstadt said. “You will be executed the morning after next, at dawn. Notice of your crimes and your sentences will be sent to your respective families.”


Svol’s gasps intensified; Daval heard a broken sob echo from Darst’s cell. This third man, however, only looked at Daval.


“Have you something to say, my Lord?” Daval asked.


“I do,” the man said. He stepped forward, so he and Daval were face to face, apart from the bars between them.


“I can testify against them,” the man said in a whisper, and nodded his head towards his cellmates. “I saw them light the fire. They knew there were people in the warehouse, and still they lit it. I saw it all.”


Daval raised an eyebrow. He glanced at Urstadt, who gave a tiny shake of her head. This man was not one of hers, then. This was unexpected.


“And what of you?” Daval asked, turning back to the man. “You were with them, and yet you did nothing to stop such crimes? Why should we not prosecute you, as well?”


“I accompanied them, yes,” the man said, lowering his head. “To my everlasting shame. But I wish to make amends for my wrongs. If you spare my life, I will testify against them, and I will owe you a great debt. I will do whatever you ask of me.”




Daval narrowed his eyes. Cowards came in all shapes and sizes, he supposed. This man, this third man, was the one lying. Urstadt had spread the rumors of the abandoned warehouse, and had sent someone to start the fire. She had planted the bodies of murdered Amok workers. If one thing was certain, Darst and his companions did not start the fire. Nor were they responsible for the deaths.


And yet this man was willing to lie, and say they were, to save himself. He was also offering Daval a lifetime of favors.


“Whatever I ask of you?”


“Anything.”


“What is your name?”


“Urian, my Lord.”


Daval looked at Urian for a moment. Then he nodded. “I will consider your offer.”


The man nodded, and stepped back to sit calmly on his cot.


“Come, Urstadt,” Daval said. “We must inform their families.”


“You will not get away with this!”


Daval turned. Darst had found his balls after all.


“My family will not allow it! They will come for us.”


“Yes.” Daval smiled as he walked out the door with Urstadt. “I’m counting on it.”











3


Outskirts of Tinska, on the western coast of Khale


“WAKEY, WAKEY, NOMAD.”


Knot sighed. “I’m not sleeping. I’m literally walking right beside you.”


“You’re being boring. Plus, we’re almost there. Look.”


Knot felt like he’d been walking, eyes fixed on the ground, for ages. Snow had fallen from the skies, and he’d walked. Sun beat down on his shoulders, and he’d walked. The damned vampire next to him had tried to joke with, pester, and annoy him in every way imaginable, and still he’d walked. He, Astrid, Cinzia, and Jane had been walking for months, now.


“I can see the town as well as you.” Tinska was not a large place. Knot had heard of the town before, but had no memory of being there. He’d thought that a town unfamiliar to him would be a welcome change, but his anxiety only grew as he approached.


“Don’t act so happy about it,” Astrid said. The hood of her large gray cloak was drawn up around her face, despite the sun. Or because of the sun. Knot’d seen what direct contact with the sun did to the vampire. Wasn’t pleasant.


“I’m happy about it,” Knot muttered. “Just smilin’ on the inside.”


Astrid snorted, but said nothing more. Knot yearned to banter with her they way they had before Roden, but things had changed. Knot had changed, that much was true.




Astrid’s cloak hid her small, waifish frame. Knot’d once had difficulty figuring where the monster ended and the girl began. But in the time they’d spent together, he’d decided they were both in there. The girl and the monster coexisted, somehow. Knot was okay with that. Astrid wasn’t the only one who shared space with a monster.


“Where is your family staying, again?” Astrid asked.


“They’ll be at our uncle’s estate,” Cinzia said. “Outside the town.”


“Is your uncle as rich as your parents?”


Knot glared at Astrid. Her passive-aggressiveness when it came to the Cantic priestess was starting to wear on him.


The two sisters, Cinzia and Jane, shared a glance, but said nothing.


Astrid chuckled. “Richer?” she asked, incredulously. “Will I get my own wing of the mansion, then? Or just my own floor?”


Astrid cried out as a pebble struck her hood. Knot turned in surprise to see Jane tossing another small pebble repeatedly into the air with one hand. She was smiling. “Our family is wealthy,” Jane said. “Get over it.”


Knot chuckled. And, as Astrid turned away in a huff, he caught a smile beneath her hood as well. While Astrid repeatedly clashed with Cinzia, she seemed to have no problem getting along with Jane.


Cinzia’s face wasn’t easy to read. She was frustratingly adept at hiding her emotions. She’d tied her auburn hair behind her head, making her wide hazel eyes and high cheekbones more prominent. But beneath the austere exterior, Knot could hazard a guess as to what Cinzia might be feeling. They’d both lost people in Roden. It’d taken weeks before Cinzia and Jane had revealed what had happened to Kovac, Cinzia’s Goddessguard.



Knot would’ve thought such a tale was crazy, if he hadn’t seen far worse with his own eyes. Either way, Kovac was dead. And Knot could tell it weighed on Cinzia, just as another death weighed on him.


“I hope they are well,” Jane whispered, looking down at the town below. The younger of the two sisters, Jane looked very much like Cinzia, although with blond hair and blue eyes where Cinzia’s were auburn and hazel.


“The Denomination will not have sent another Crucible,” Cinzia said. “Not yet. They will regroup, try to figure out how to approach us next. They will calculate their next move very carefully.”


“With any luck, they still haven’t figured out where we are,” Jane said.


Cinzia shook her head. “They know exactly where we are. Or, at least, where our family went after Navone. They are tracking us.”


Knot nodded. What Cinzia said lined up with his own fragmented memories of the Cantic Denomination. The Denomination was calculating, meticulous, and hoarded information from every corner of the Sfaera.


“You said the Denomination won’t have sent another Crucible yet,” Knot said. “But they will eventually?”


Cinzia shrugged. “I can’t say. They will not let an insult of this magnitude go unanswered. But they may try… different approaches, before they resort to sending another Crucible.”


“What other approaches are there?” Jane asked.


Knot felt Cinzia’s gaze on him. They all knew who he’d been, before he lost his memories. They all knew who he’d worked for, what he’d done.


“Oh,” Jane said quietly.


Knot pursed his lips. Part of the reason he’d come with



these two was to protect them. Or so he told himself. But, as he’d spent more time with Cinzia and Jane, as they told him what had happened to Kovac, and of what they’d translated from the Nine Scriptures, Knot felt like he might have found something like a purpose again. He’d seen darkness in the imperial palace. He’d seen the face of fear, and seen what daemons wanted to bring into the world. Sacrifices had been made to protect the Sfaera. Knot couldn’t let those sacrifices be in vain.


Sticking with Jane and Cinzia seemed to be the best way to honor Winter’s memory. They at least had a direction. Knot didn’t.


The four of them made their way down into Tinska, and the smell of the sea reminded Knot of Pranna. Pranna was as close to a hometown as he’d known. It was a village, a tiny place compared to Tinska, but they shared the smell of the sea and the ocean wind, the dock jutting out into the harbor. Those smells reminded Knot of other things, too. Things that were not his own, and yet were in his head, anyway. They reminded him of an attempt to sail the entire circumference of the Sfaera, where he’d almost died off the coast of Andrinar. They reminded him of pirating in the warm waters near Alizia, taking gold, ships, and lives as he pleased. They reminded him of the great city of Triah, located at the mouth of the world, and the dark purposes he’d once served there.


To say his memories were becoming more clear since he’d learned who, and what, he was in Izet wouldn’t be right. They were muddier than ever. But there were more ingredients, now, more bits and pieces thrown into the mix. The feeling of having been at a certain place before, having said a certain thing, returned more frequently. Knot didn’t like it. Once already the memories had taken him too far, had buried who he was. Jane had been there to help him, but he didn’t want that to happen again.


He had to remember what was real. The memories of



others, while they may have happened, were not real to him. Not in the way that Pranna was. Not in the way that Winter had looked at him on her father’s fishing boat.


As they walked through Tinska, however, the nostalgia passed. Where Pranna was hardly more than a dirt road surrounded by a cluster of houses and shops, Tinska was home to thousands of people. Pranna was surrounded by windswept plains and tundra, with occasional pockets of red pine forests. Tinska, on the other hand, was surrounded by green trees and sat on a shelf of sorts above the water, with sandy beaches below, dark after a recent rain.


“Where’s your uncle’s place?” Astrid asked.


“The Harmoth estate is just over that hill,” Jane said, nodding at the rising land ahead of them.


“Canta rising,” he heard Cinzia whisper when they reached the top of the hill.


A massive manor house rose before them, sited on a large grassy ledge above the rocky beach. Tents, lean-tos, wagons, and small campfires dotted the large fields surrounding the house. A few large trees rose above the tents here and there, and horses, oxen, and other beasts of burden milled about amongst dozens of people who had made the estate their home.


“What in Oblivion…” Astrid did not seem to have the words to finish.


A young woman of sixteen or seventeen ran up to them, a great smile on her face. She walked immediately up to Jane. “You’re her, aren’t you?” the girl asked.


Knot looked at Jane, who seemed taken aback. “I… I don’t know…”


“You’re Jane,” the girl said, more confident now. “You’re Jane. You’re the Prophetess.”




Knot raised an eyebrow.


“I… I suppose I am,” Jane said, hesitantly.


The girl laughed in delight. “Blessed be Canta’s name. You’re finally here.” She turned and ran down the hill towards the crowds of people. “She’s here,” the girl shouted. “The Prophetess has arrived!”
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Harmoth estate, Tinska, western Khale


CINZIA FROWNED. THIS COULD not be good. “Prophetess?” she asked, glaring at her sister.


Jane shrugged. “I never asked for such a title.”


Heads began to turn at the young woman’s shouting. Many were staring up the hill at Cinzia, Jane, Knot, and Astrid.


“I doubt you’re hating it, either,” Cinzia muttered.


Astrid nudged her. “Nice,” she said, winking up at Cinzia.


Cinzia rolled her eyes. “Come on,” she said. “We’d best find our family.”


“Go on ahead,” Knot said. “Me and Astrid will take our time.”


“Are you sure?” Cinzia said.


Knot nodded. “You haven’t seen your family in months. Take some time with them.”


Cinzia glanced at Astrid, who was looking out at the crowd, her hood shrouding her face. Cinzia did not think her family was aware of what Astrid really was. By the time Astrid had been revealed in Navone’s city center, the place was already in chaos. If her family was aware of Astrid, there might be problems, but they would have to be told sooner or later anyway.


“Very well,” Cinzia said. “But we will find you two soon afterwards.”


Knot nodded. “We’ll be close.”


Cinzia was comforted by his words. Kovac’s death had left



a void in her heart. She had loved him like an older brother. Knot, despite his darkness, made her feel safe in the same way Kovac had.


As Cinzia and Jane approached the milling people, hands reached towards them, eyes bright with anticipation. They seemed to be waiting for Cinzia and Jane with a kind of charged patience. They are not waiting for both of us, Cinzia reminded herself. They are here for Jane, not me. She heard cries of “Prophetess!” and “Jane the Chosen!”


“They won’t let us pass, sister,” Cinzia whispered. “You’re going to have to address them.”


Jane raised an arm, and almost immediately the crowd quieted. Cinzia felt a chill run up her spine. This kind of power was dangerous.


“My name is Jane Oden,” Jane said, loudly but without shouting. “This is my sister, Cinzia. Some of you may know, she is a priestess in the Cantic Denomination.”


Murmurs rippled through the gathering. Most of them had not known this, apparently. Cinzia was immediately on guard. She looked around for Astrid and Knot, but she could no longer see them.


“You say I have been chosen. You say I am a prophetess.”


Here we go, Cinzia thought. This was it, her sister’s moment of glory.


“You’re wrong,” Jane said. Cinzia looked at her sister in surprise.


“I’m only a servant,” Jane continued, “and that is all. I had a question, and I chose to bring it to Canta. The Goddess, by her grace, responded. And now something has begun that will change the Sfaera. In these times, as we prepare for the darkest days the world has ever seen, Canta has chosen to reveal



herself. But I am only her servant. I am not a leader; I am not a revolutionary. I’m only a woman who wishes to do the will of her goddess.” Jane turned to Cinzia. “My sister, Cinzia, has served Canta faithfully her whole life. She has studied Canta’s word at the great seminary in Triah, and taught Canta’s children of Her nature and doctrine. And now she travels with me, still serving Canta’s will.”


Jane hesitated for a moment before continuing. “You’re all here, each and every one of you, for a purpose. Some of you will be teachers. Some of you will build Canta’s kingdom on the Sfaera. Some of you will raise children, teaching them the way of the Goddess. And, among you, there are those who, like me, will be able to communicate directly with Canta Herself. You each have a purpose, my brothers and sisters. You are all Canta’s servants.”


Cinzia could feel the energy radiating from the crowd. No, not from them, Cinzia realized. The energy came from Jane.


Jane paused again, as if to let that feeling of crackling energy sink into her audience. “My sister and I have traveled a great distance,” she said. “We have seen great darkness. We have seen what threatens our world. So now we need to be reunited with our family but soon we will return. Canta has great things planned for her children.”


Though the energy had faded, the residual effect was still there. Jane’s audience stared at her in perfect silence. Even the children seemed captivated.


“May Canta be with each of you,” Jane said. Then, she walked forward. Cinzia hesitated a moment before falling in behind her sister. The small crowd parted easily in front of them, staring at Jane as she passed, faces eager, but somehow changed.


Cinzia was surprised to see tiellans among the predominately



human crowd. Their shorter, slighter frames and pointed ears made them stand out. Tiellans had never been excluded from Cantic ceremonies and doctrine within the Denomination exactly, but their services were separate, and slightly different, to cater to tiellan tradition. Or so Cinzia had been told.


Cinzia knew why tiellans would be drawn to an alternative to the Denomination. The Denomination had not treated them well. The Denomination claimed to accept them, but in reality only heaped more persecution upon them.


Cinzia sighed. She saw one tiellan girl, a few years younger than herself, and was immediately reminded of two tiellans lost in Roden. Winter, Knot’s wife, and Lian, their friend.


Cinzia and Jane made their way across the grounds of the Harmoth estate—named after her mother’s family—the mass of people parting a few paces in front of them the whole way. The effect was eerie. Jane seemed to have a bubble of force around her that repelled the crowd as she walked. Cinzia glanced back, and, sure enough, the people fell into place a few paces behind them. Finally they reached the large double-doors of the manor house. Jane turned and waved to the crowd, a large smile on her face. “We know many of you have traveled great distances to see us,” she said, her voice carrying across the throng. “Canta knows, we are grateful. We will be among you soon.”


* * *


“I don’t appreciate your constant use of the word ‘we,’ sister,” Cinzia said as she closed the doors behind them. “I have no intention of walking among them any time soon.”


“I’m sorry you feel that way, Cinzia,” Jane said with her maddeningly calm demeanor.


Cinzia’s jaw clenched. How could Jane be so serene when she felt such rage? “Why are they even here? How did they hear



about us? How did they find our family?”


“I don’t know,” Jane said.


“If people like this can find us—simple people, tiellans, villagers—then who else will arrive at our doorstep?”


“Canta will direct us,” Jane said. “As long as we are doing what she asks, we needn’t worry.”


Cinzia shook her head in disbelief. Could Jane really not see cause to worry? And yet she wondered why she was reacting so strongly. Since she had arrived in Navone last year to confront her sister, she had felt as if she had no control over her life. This aggravated older resentments, and since Kovac’s death in Roden, those emotions had been amplified.


“There must be almost one hundred people out there,” Cinzia seethed, “and we don’t know what drew them here. The Denomination is surely taking steps to eliminate you—and your movement—and you can rest assured they will not be peaceful. And I lost my Goddessguard—” Cinzia stopped, choked up. “I lost my Goddessguard to a force neither of us know or understand. The Sfaera is in danger, Jane. You can’t tell me I have nothing to worry about.”


“Hello, girls.”


Cinzia whirled to see her father, Ehram, standing in the entryway. “Father!” she cried.


“Hello, Father,” Jane said.


Ehram smiled. “I’m so glad you’re here,” he said. He opened his arms, and both Cinzia and Jane sank into his embrace. “I have missed you both,” Ehram said.


“We’ve missed you, Father,” Jane said.


Cinzia said nothing, not trusting herself, and just buried her face in the soft leather of her father’s jacket.


“Where is your Goddessguard, Cinzia? Kovac, was that his



name? And where are the others that accompanied you?”


Cinzia’s face fell at the mention of her Goddessguard. Of course it would be the first thing to come up. “Kovac was killed,” she explained. “In Roden.”


Her father’s face whitened, but he nodded slowly. “I’m so sorry, my dear. I could tell that he was someone special to you.”


Cinzia did not know what else to say. That night in Izet carried so many different feelings for her. Just before Kovac’s death, Cinzia had been alone on a rooftop, watching the snow fall around her. She had felt love. She had felt meaning. She had felt Canta’s presence, felt that she, Cinzia, mattered to the Goddess.


And then, moments later, something terrible had possessed Kovac, and Cinzia had been forced to kill him with her own hands.


“But you’re both safe? Healthy?”


Jane nodded. “Yes. We have traveled a long way. And outside…”


Ehram nodded vigorously. “Of course, of course. You’ll be wondering about that.” He beckoned them to follow as he moved down the corridor. “Come, come,” he said. “The others will be anxious to see you. Especially your mother, bless her soul. She has had trouble sleeping. Not that that’s your fault, but she worries—you know how she is.”


“Well now we are home, Father,” Jane said. “And we have work to do.”


Her father laughed. “Of course, of course. Come, then. Let’s get something warm in your bellies.”


He led them into the dining hall, where Cinzia saw that her family sat around a large table, chatting loudly. They were all there, Cinzia saw with surprise—including Uncle Ronn, although with more gray in his hair and a bit thinner than she remembered him.




Ehram stepped forward as if to announce Cinzia and Jane, but Cinzia put a hand on his shoulder. He looked back at her, an eyebrow raised.


Cinzia shook her head. “Give us a moment,” she whispered. “I want to watch them.”


Her uncle Ronn sat at the head of the table, looking around in dismay. Cinzia smiled. The chaos of dealing with six Oden children was surely wearing down the man’s formality.


Cinzia’s mother, Pascia, bustled about the table, her blond hair in a loose bun. She was herding the two youngest children—Sammel and Ader, boys of twelve and eleven—to their chairs, where two steaming bowls of oatmeal waited for them. Directly across the table from Sammel and Ader sat Wina, Lana and Soffrena, the triplets, each fifteen. Lana was dumping spoonful after spoonful of what Cinzia could only imagine was sugar into her oatmeal.


“Lana!” Pascia said sharply, one hand on Ader’s shoulder keeping him in his chair, the other reaching out to swat Lana’s hand. “Not so much sugar, darling. Your blood will turn solid.”


“I can’t bear another morning of oatmeal, Mother,” Lana said, pouting. “I need the sugar. I won’t be able to eat it otherwise.”


“We only have so much of it, Lana.” Cinzia’s other sibling, Eward, reached over Lana’s shoulder to grab the small jar. “Save some for the rest of us.” Eward, tall and powerfully built, was much closer to Cinzia and Jane in age. He was coming up on his twentieth summer, now, four years Cinzia’s junior and just two years younger than Jane.


At that moment Eward looked up and locked eyes with Cinzia. Cinzia saw the grin spread across his face immediately. She put a finger to her lips and Eward nodded.




“Give me that!” Lana shouted. “Mother! Eward took the sugar!”


“Good thing he did,” Pascia said, still struggling with Ader. The boy did not seem to want to sit in his seat.


“I don’t see how you eat so much of it,” said Soffrena. Wina sat eating quietly. While the triplets looked identical, with red-brown hair, hazel eyes, and freckle-studded faces, their demeanors could not be any more different. Wina was shy and quiet—much like Sammel, Soffrena had always been even-tempered, while Lana had hardly had a serious moment in her entire life.


“I suppose you wouldn’t. You’re far too boring,” Lana said.


“The fact that you think sugar consumption is an indication of vigor tells us all we need to know about you.”


Cinzia glanced at Jane. They both smiled. While they were much more similar in demeanor to one another than Lana and Soffrena, they had experienced many similar exchanges. We practically just had one, Cinzia reminded herself. Although their arguments did not much seem like arguments anymore. Not with Jane refusing to shout back at her.


Lana turned back to her oatmeal, arms folded, pouting once more. Then she glanced towards the entrance of the dining hall. Her pout transformed into a grin.


“They’re home!” Lana ran towards Cinzia and Jane, wrapping her arms around both at once.


After they had all said their hellos, after tearful hugs and the excited chatter of the younger children, things calmed down. Even Uncle Ronn seemed happy to see them, giving each of them warm, if somewhat stiff, embraces. Cinzia and her family moved back to the dining-room table, where they all sat down.


At that moment, Gorman, Uncle Ronn’s head servant



appeared at the door to the kitchen. He looked over the shoulders of the younger children disdainfully.


“I see your breakfast has gotten cold,” he said. “I suppose I’ll have Shal make more.”


“No,” Pascia said, quickly. “The children will eat their oatmeal, cold or not. Isn’t that right, children?” Soffrena, Lana, Wina, Sammel, and Ader nodded unenthusiastically.


Gorman did not seem happy either, but he nodded nonetheless, and began to clear dirty dishes. Then he noticed Cinzia, Jane, and Ehram at the table. He bowed. “Miss Cinzia. Miss Jane. I’m happy to see you both arrived safely.”


“He hasn’t changed much,” Jane whispered, as Gorman walked back into the kitchen.


Cinzia nodded. “Although he never would have stooped to carrying dishes before. Something is different.”


“Please, girls,” Pascia said. “We want to hear all about your adventures.”


Cinzia paled. Just mentioning Kovac to her father had been too much.


“Perhaps we can tell you of our… adventures another time,” Jane said smoothly.


“Sooner rather than later, I hope,” said Ronn. “I have heard much about you two.”


“We have told Ronn everything,” Pascia explained.


“I’m not a believer,” Ronn said, his graying mustache drooping over his frown. “But what your parents have told me… intrigues me, to say the least.”


Cinzia was surprised at her relief. It might be good to have someone who was a bit more skeptical around.


“But at least tell us of the translation,” Eward said, his eyes wide. “What have you learned? How much have you translated?”




Cinzia looked from Eward to Jane. She was not aware the rest of their family knew of Jane’s intention to translate the Nine Scriptures—the Codex of Elwene—while traveling to Roden. Cinzia herself had not been aware of the plan until their journey began.


“The translation goes well,” Jane said, ignoring Cinzia’s look. “There are ten major portions to the Codex. The first nine, of course, are named for the original disciple who penned each section. We have translated the books of Elessa, Baetrissa, Arcana, Sirana, Danica, Lucia, and Ocrestia. We are about to begin translating the book of Cinzia.”


Ader and Sammel grinned at Cinzia at the mention of her namesake. Cinzia, like most firstborn daughters, was named after one of the original Nine Disciples that served Canta while she walked the Sfaera.


“And what have you learned?” Ehram asked. “What do the Nine Scriptures teach you?”


For the first time, Jane hesitated. She and Cinzia looked at each other. They are not ready, Cinzia thought. The Codex had taught them many things, about the creation of the Sfaera, the origins of Canta and the other gods and goddesses. But it had also contained warnings, of things happening now and of things to come. A tremor slithered up Cinzia’s spine.


Jane apparently thought so as well. “We will reveal what has been taught to us in time,” she said. “But I think we have more pressing matters. The dozens of people camping outside, for one.”


“Bloody squatters is all they are, if you ask me,” Uncle Ronn muttered.


“They’re your followers, Jane!” Ader could not hide his excitement.




“They are calling themselves after us, our family name,” Lana said, obviously proud of the fact. “They call themselves Odenites.”


Jane smiled but Cinzia thought she saw a shadow of uncertainty in her eyes. Good, Cinzia thought. Let her be uncomfortable. She knows this is going too far.


“Is that who they are?” Jane asked.


Ehram and Pascia exchanged a glance. Ehram nodded. “More or less,” he said. “We know the dangers of such things. We know that we only just escaped the Crucible’s hand in Navone. But…”


“We couldn’t turn them away,” Pascia said. “And there were only a few of them, at first. People who sought refuge, people whom the Denomination—” she glanced at Cinzia when she said the word—“has harmed, or neglected.”


“We wanted to invite them into the house,” Soffrena said, “but Uncle Ronn doesn’t think it’s a good idea.”


Ronn grunted. “This is my house. I will run it how I see fit.”


Pascia smiled, although Cinzia could tell her mother disagreed with Ronn. “We have had that conversation many times over the past few weeks, and we know where you stand, Ronn. We will respect your authority here.”


“But they are already too numerous to live in the house,” Eward said, “and they just keep coming. New arrivals almost every day, now.”


“How are they living?” Cinzia asked. “Are we providing for them?”


“Not exactly,” Ehram said. “They take water from the pond and the stream that feeds it. Some of them catch fish from the sea, and a few have begun to find clams on the beach, and there is fruit in the orchard and other forage. The wealthier ones go into Tinska to buy food and supplies. While he does not want



them in the house itself, Ronn has nevertheless been gracious enough to allow them access to the resources of his estate.”


“I don’t know how much longer that grace can last,” Ronn said. “We have had a good few years recently, but my resources will only go so far. And the local fishermen will not be happy about the encroachment upon their business.”


Cinzia felt a rush of affection for her uncle. Ronn had always had a compassionate soul beneath his stern exterior. But his compassion, in this case, was not exactly necessary.


“We gave the servants the option to leave, if they desired,” Pascia said. “A few left, but most stayed. A good thing, too—we need their help more than ever.”


“Father says the people are a blessing in disguise,” Soffrena said. She was looking at Jane. “Is that what they are? A blessing?”


All eyes turned to Jane, including Cinzia’s. Jane was silent.


If she does not say it, Cinzia thought, I will.


“They’re a problem,” Cinzia said, her voice harder than she meant it to be. “They will only bring trouble. The Cantic Denomination won’t ignore such things. They will bring their fist down on us, and it will not be like Navone. They will not be nearly so… accommodating.”


Ehram made as if to speak, but Cinzia continued over him. “And even if the Denomination does not come, how much longer can we accommodate such a gathering?”


“You’re both correct,” Jane said. Cinzia rolled her eyes. “Cinzia, the people outside are a problem. They will only bring trouble, if we seek to manage them ourselves. But Soffrena, too, is right.” Jane smiled at Soffrena, who smiled tentatively in return. “Canta often sends us problems to bless us. To help us learn. This is one of those times.”


“We should send them away,” Cinzia insisted.




Jane was shaking her head when Gorman cleared his throat at the entrance to the dining hall.


“I apologize,” he said stiffly. “I do not mean to interrupt, but someone wants to see Cinzia and Jane. Someone very insistent—”


Astrid sprinted into the room. “You need to come with me,” she said. “There’s a problem.”


“I knew it,” Cinzia said. “The people are already causing problems—”


“It isn’t them,” Astrid said. “It’s Knot.”
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“ANOTHER EPISODE?” JANE ASKED, as they made their way through the mass of people.


“Yes.” That’s a good thing, right? Astrid thought. It’s happened before, and he got over it. He’ll get over it again.


“You left him out here? With them?” Cinzia asked.


Astrid shot the woman a glare. “What was I supposed to do? He wouldn’t come with me. He didn’t recognize me.”


“What do you mean? He didn’t recognize his own daughter?”


Astrid glared at the young man who’d spoken. She looked at Jane. “Who’s he? Why’s he coming with us?”


“He’s our—”


“I’m their brother,” the young man said. “I just want to help.”


Astrid rolled her eyes. Cinzia sighed, and placed a hand on her brother’s shoulder. “Eward,” she said, “we appreciate your eagerness to help, but…”


Their voices faded as Astrid and Jane walked quickly to where the people had gathered. Astrid frowned. Apparently Cinzia and Jane’s brother—Eward—thought Astrid was Knot’s daughter. She had never liked that particular cover; it felt fake.


It is fake, idiot. How else did you expect it to feel?


The rest of the Oden family, thankfully, had remained inside. Astrid didn’t want their first impression of Knot to be… this.




With Jane’s help they made their way through the gathering to find Knot in the middle of it.


“For Canta’s sake,” he was saying, “will one of you tell me what is going on? How did I get here? Who are all of you?”


Astrid ran up to him. The small crowd had given Knot a wide berth; a young woman with bright orange hair was trying to reason with him. Knot did not seem to be responding well. His eyes were wide and rolling.


“I’m back,” Astrid said.


Knot looked down at her, and she hated the disdain in his eyes. “You,” he said. “The child. You said you would bring help. Well? Where is the help?”


“I’m the help.” Jane stepped forward. The crowd took a collective step back.


The red-headed woman who had been trying to calm Knot turned to face Jane. “Your Grace,” she said, bowing. “This man is troubled. He does not seem to understand how he got here. We have informed him he is in Tinska, but he claims he has never been here before. He claims to be from Alizia.”


Knot, or whoever he was, huffed. “Not just Alizia,” he said, raising his chin. “The great city of Cornasa, on the island of Alna. I am High Prince Dorian Gatama, and I demand an explanation of what has been done to me. If I have been kidnapped, you must inform me immediately. I can have the ransom paid quickly and we can all be on our way.” He looked at Jane. “You,” he said, “you say you can help me. So help me.”


Jane approached Knot, slowly. She thanked the woman, who stepped back into the crowd. Then Jane looked at Knot.


“You have not been kidnapped, High Prince Gatama, I assure you. You are in Tinska, in northern Khale, at the Harmoth estate. I am Jane Oden, daughter of Ehram and Pascia Oden.



You’re perfectly safe. If you will please come with me, we will get you the help you need.”


Knot, or Prince Gatama, or whoever the hell he was, shook his head. “No. I’ll not leave this spot until someone has told me how I got here.”


Cinzia stepped forward. “Your Grace,” she said, bowing, “I am Cinzia Oden, Jane’s elder sister. I can vouch for her words, and for your safety. But first, I’m afraid there is another issue at hand.” Cinzia began speaking quietly enough that only Jane and Knot could hear. And Astrid, of course, but Astrid could hear a whisper from a dozen paces further away.


“You have a blood blight, Your Grace,” Cinzia whispered.


Knot’s face immediately paled. “A blood blight,” he whispered, almost choking on the words. “How… how long?”


“You contracted it months ago, on Alna, and were sent north to find treatment in Triah. Then you went missing. The blood blight must have already gotten to your brain, Your Grace. You were missing for months, and have only now been found.”


Knot’s knees almost buckled. “Are you… are you sure?”


Cinzia nodded, and Astrid gave her credit for her solemnity, and the ruse itself. Alizians, especially Alizian nobles, were notoriously afraid of the blood blight.


“We will return you to the proper care, but in the meantime my sister is a physician, a healer. Allow her to help you.”


Knot nodded, vigorously. “Yes, of course. Please, do anything you can.”


Cinzia looked back at Jane, who stepped forward. “Please, Your Grace. If you would kneel.”


Knot hesitated. Jane, don’t be a fool, Astrid thought. You never ask an Alizian noble to kneel. But Knot’s—or Prince Gatama’s—terror took precedence, and he knelt. Jane walked behind him



and placed her hands on his head. She looked up to the sky, and began moving her lips, although Astrid heard no words.


The people around them had fallen eerily silent. A chill shook Astrid, the same feeling she’d experienced the other time Jane had done this to Knot. Jane was healing him, she claimed. With Canta’s power. Astrid wasn’t sure it was that simple, but it made Knot come back, and that was all she cared about.


There was perfect silence for a moment, as Jane’s lips moved. Then she stopped.


Knot stood, looking around him. His eyes found Astrid. “Happened again?” he asked.


Astrid nodded, trying to keep from showing emotion. She wanted to grin, and she wanted to cry, and she wasn’t sure which she would do first. “You’re back now, nomad.”


The people gathered around them were already whispering. “Did you see that?” “She healed him!” “She brought Canta’s power down from the skies!” “She cast the daemon out of him!”


That last one stuck. “Great,” Astrid said to herself.


“What’re they talkin’ about?” Knot asked. Astrid was relieved to hear the usual gruffness in his voice. “Was I really that bad?”


Astrid shrugged. “Pretty bad, but not in the daemonic way. You were an Alizian noble.”


Knot glanced at Jane, who was now moving among the people, trying to calm them down, to explain what had happened.


What had actually happened was inexplicable, at least not without context. The fact that Knot had a bunch of other souls inside of him, souls that seemed intent on getting out recently, wouldn’t go over well. Perhaps daemonic possession was the best explanation, for now.


“She healed me?” Knot asked, still looking at Jane.




Astrid nodded. “Why can she bring you back?”


“Don’t know. But I wouldn’t mind finding out.”


“Finding out what?” Cinzia asked. She, too, did not seem particularly comfortable with her sister’s relationship with the people now flocking around her.


“What your sister does to Knot, to make him come back,” Astrid said. “Don’t suppose you know anything about it?”


Cinzia shook her head. “I don’t understand anything going on with Jane. This is all so…”


“Absurd?” Astrid offered. People travelling across Khale just to see a woman who stood up to the Denomination. What was the point? The Denomination would never stand for it, not in the long term.


“That was clever what you did back there, anyway,” Astrid said when Cinzia didn’t respond. “A blood blight was quick thinking. You got him to calm down when I didn’t think there was anything that could.”


Cinzia shrugged. “It was nothing. I’m going back inside. You’re both welcome to come with me.”


“Wouldn’t mind getting away from this lot,” Knot said.


“Me too,” Astrid agreed. Her ears still picked up whispers of “casting out daemons.” As ridiculous as the idea was, the phrase made Astrid wonder. Jane, of all people, had never treated Astrid with the blunt mix of terror and disdain that everyone else showed when they discovered what she really was. Even Knot, when he’d first realized she was a vampire, had hated and feared her. But Jane had never treated her that way.


Maybe Jane truly did have power when she placed her hands on Knot’s head. Maybe what she claimed when it came to the Goddess was true.


Maybe Jane could cast out daemons.
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Dungeons of the imperial palace, Izet


“EAT YOUR FOOD, GIRL.”


The gaoler glared at Winter through the bars in her cell door. Winter stared back at him dully. The gaoler had slid a tray with Winter’s “food” on it through the hatch at the bottom of the door an hour or so ago. The mush had long gotten cold.


“Boss said you got to eat,” the gaoler growled. His Rodenese accent was thick, his words clipped and halting. “Orders is orders, and you must follow them much as me.”


Winter said nothing. She did not move. The man slammed his fist against the door, making a sound that echoed throughout the dungeon. Winter might’ve jumped, if she’d cared enough to be frightened.


“Just look at your bloody meal,” the gaoler said, almost whining. “Something there we ain’t given you before. Boss thinks you’ll enjoy it.”


Winter frowned. This wasn’t the first time she’d not eaten her food, but it was the first time they’d heckled her about it. She didn’t care much what it was the gaoler thought was so interesting, except that it might break up the monotony of her captivity. It’d been months, and they hadn’t killed her yet. Hadn’t spoken to her, either, except for the occasional word or two from a guard. Winter was beginning to wonder whether she’d been forgotten—and whether that was the point; she’d



been framed for the murder of the emperor and the Tokal-Ceno, the two highest-ranking men in Roden. She had assumed her punishment would be death, perhaps preceded by torture. But maybe being forgotten was the torture. Maybe this would be her routine for the rest of her life.


Which was why the mere implication of something different made Winter stand and walk towards the door to inspect the food.


“Aye, missy. Do as you’re bloody well told.”


Winter ignored the man. Hubb was his name, and he was simultaneously the cruelest and the stupidest of the gaolers. Enri Crawn was the kindest, although his kindness was closer to indifference, if you could call it as much.


Enri Crawn likes to kick up his feet and smoke a pipe,  Winter thought. Enri Crawn isn’t one to ask questions.


She stopped.


There, on the scarred wooden tray on which sat the bowl of cold mush and the cup of stale water, was a crystalline substance, roughly the size of Winter’s thumb, pale and opaque.


Winter started sweating. The whole world fell away, and only the crystal remained. Faltira, or what many termed frost, was a powerful narcotic with highly addictive properties. It was also the only means by which a small percentage of the human population could access the cognitive arts. Psimancy. Winter, as a tiellan, shouldn’t have been able to use frost for that purpose. But she could.


The last time she had used it had been months ago: in the throne hall of the imperial palace, when she’d smashed the place to rubble, and a number of huge, otherworldly monsters along with it. When she had watched her friends die.


Winter was immediately suspicious. Why would they give



her faltira? Who would dare to risk it? With one dose Winter could probably kill half the people in the bloody palace. They had to know this, whoever her captors were. And yet there, before her, was a frost crystal.


Perhaps it was scratch, a placebo that offered none of the effects of true faltira.


There was only one way to find out. Winter picked up the crystal, felt the familiar lightness of it. She hesitated. The last time she had taken faltira, when she had annihilated the Outsiders in the throne hall, she had done it for a specific reason. She had done it to help her friends. It had felt like a revelation, like something that would change her life. And, perhaps, if her friends had survived, it would have. Perhaps if Knot were still here, if she still had people who cared about her, Winter would be different. She might fight the compulsion to take the crystal.


But Winter knew the truth. She was alone. Her revelation seemed petty, inconsequential. There was nothing left, now. There was Winter.


And, now, there was faltira. Winter raised the crystal to her lips, and swallowed.


Her suspicions that the crystal might be scratch dispelled almost immediately. The power began to course through her within moments, the fire roaring, the ice cooling her skin. Winter smiled. Then, she reached out with a tendron. This would be her prison no longer. She would punish those who had put her here, who had killed those she—


Nothing happened.


She reached again, with multiple tendra this time, the sinewy invisible limbs snaking out from her mind to the door, the bars before her, the lock, and the guard outside. Nothing. They must have given her scratch, after all. Some drug that made Winter



feel the high, but gave her no access to the power. The Void was as far from her as it had always been, without faltira.


This has happened before, Winter thought, and she remembered the Ceno monks who had attacked her on the River Arden. She had taken frost then, but it hadn’t worked. Something had blocked her.


Winter rushed to the bars on the door of her cell. The gaoler jumped back in surprise, but Winter only snarled at him. She was looking for someone else. She scanned the dank corridor outside of her cell as much as the limited space would allow. It was dark, lit only sporadically by dull torches. Winter couldn’t see anyone.


“I know you’re there,” she called out. “You’re blocking me.”


No response came from the darkness. Hubb looked at her like she had lost her mind. Perhaps she had.


Winter reached a tendron into the shadows, but still nothing happened. “You can’t block me forever,” Winter said. “You can’t hold me here.” She knew the moment she said the words that they were untrue; she had no idea how long these people could block her powers, and as long as they could, they could keep her here until the day she died.


Still no response came from the darkness.


“You’d best calm down, girl,” Hubb said. “No use getting upset.”


Winter, the frost still burning in her veins, did not look at Hubb. She turned away from her cell door and collapsed to the ground. She let the effects of faltira take her away, away from her cell, away from her solitude, away from her pain, and she began to drift.


* * *


The woman does not dream because she no longer sleeps. She lies on a filthy pile of straw in one corner of the cell,



legs angled awkwardly beneath her, arms outstretched. She is uncomfortable but the feeling is vague and distant. Sensation no longer matters. The voices in the woman’s head, whispering and whispering, seem to no longer matter, either.


Murderer, they whisper.


Harbinger. Something new. Something she has not heard before. Something she does not understand.


Revenge, another part whispers. That part of her that still thinks she has control. That still thinks what she does matters. Punish those who hurt us. Avenge the fallen.


But another part of the woman wonders why revenge is necessary. Those she loves are dead. A permanent condition, and once it takes hold that person ceases to exist and enters the inescapable pull of Oblivion.


The woman is not dead. She knows that well enough. And, quite clearly, she does not wish to be dead. She does not fear much, anymore, but that is one thing she does: ceasing to exist. True oblivion. Nothingness.


But, beyond that fear, the woman feels nothing. The dungeon does not frighten her; loneliness does not frighten her, although there is a faint tug at her mind asking what the difference truly is between loneliness while living and loneliness in death. She responds to herself with the assertion that in living, at least she is alone with herself, while in death, she is alone without herself.


The woman feels sadness for those lost, but even that is only a dull ache, where it was once a tortured hollowing of her insides.


She lies back and lets her mind drift, lets it jump. She wonders whether she could just leave her body behind, and live in the minds of others. Perhaps she could be free, both of her dungeon cell and the prison of her body.


Then, her mind fixes upon the person closest to her.




* * *


Hubb worries about his brother, Darb. Darb has fallen in with rough company, rougher than either of them is used to. They have always enjoyed the occasional smoke of tark leaf, or even a hit of devil’s dust when they can afford it. Darb has been spending more and more of his time, and silver, on such things. Darb has even told Hubb that he’s tried hero. Hubb has not asked Darb how he’s been able to afford hero; the drug is the most expensive thing, measure for measure, that Hubb can imagine buying. Now Darb owes hard men hard money, and Hubb has no way of helping him. Between his wages as a gaoler and his time spent bouncing at the Trundleback, he barely has enough to support either of them—


The woman jumps from Hubb’s mind, unable to listen to his thoughts anymore. She jumps into the person nearest Hubb, and keeps jumping again and again.


—Huri can’t believe he’s still in this bloody dungeon when his parents should have bailed him out long—


—Grante wishes he could tell stories like his father—


—wonders whether her mother noticed her throwing up this morning—


—can’t wait to get home to play with his newborn son—


—watches the people around her, hating them—


—thinks the Lords’ Council shouldn’t—


—waits for her husband—


—sees how sorry—


—doesn’t realize—


—loves—


—herself—


—no longer—


And suddenly the woman’s mind travels far away. It is a



sensation the likes of which she has never experienced; it is a sense of traveling a great distance and looking at things from a distant perspective, or perhaps the opposite, traveling far inward, moving in so close on things that they become completely different. She finds herself in what looks very much like the night sky. She thinks she is floating, but she can’t be sure. Millions upon millions of tiny lights, looking for all the world like stars but of infinitely different colors, surround her on all sides. She sees varying shades of white and gold, countless others of red, blue, green, purple, orange, and other colors she can’t fathom.


She looks down at herself, sees her hands and her feet, her body, but she is no longer clothed in the rough, reeking burlap that she has worn since the first day of her imprisonment. Instead, she wears the dark leather clothing Kali the assassin gave her, tight-fitting and sleek, in a memory outside of time.


The woman takes a step forward and her foot lands on an unseen surface; she can still see millions and millions of the tiny star-lights below her. Ripples of light echo away from her foot, like multicolored ripples from a stone tossed into still water. She takes another step, light waving away from where she treads.


In between the stars is the blackest of blacks, a true nothingness that reminds her of what it is she fears, the only thing she fears. Hello? she shouts, but her mouth does not open, nor does air move through her lungs. Is anyone here? Can anyone hear me? She wonders, for a brief moment, if this is death, if they have killed her, after all.


As soon as the thought enters her mind, she knows that is not this. While she is alone in this space, she does not feel alone. The lights around her radiate meaning. No, the death she fears



couldn’t be this forgiving. The death she fears could never be this connected.


But, through the connectivity she feels, she does notice something dark on the horizon. A shape, moving towards her. The shape looks to be a giant, looks far, far bigger than the woman herself, and she feels fear. She takes a few steps back, color and light rippling with each footstep, but the shade continues to advance.


What are you? the woman asks, her voice timid within her own head, but the shade does not respond, if it hears her at all. It only presses forward, growing bigger, larger, blocking out a multitude of the small star-lights. The shadow grows, and the lights dim and fade. Fear grips the woman’s heart, wraps its sharp claws around her, and she closes her eyes, wanting to be anywhere but facing this shade.


And, just like that, the woman returns to herself. She feels the familiar pull of her own body. She opens her eyes, and she is in the dungeon, the orange glow of torchlight leaking through the bars of her cell door. She is once more alone.
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Council chamber of the imperial palace, Izet


DAVAL SLIPPED QUIETLY INTO the council chamber and sat toward the back of the room, observing. The Ruling Council—the group chosen both to help the emperor rule, and to rule in his absence—had already begun their meeting.


The ornate throne at the head of the long table drew Daval’s eyes immediately. The throne, made of gold and glass, was reserved for the emperor. It was, of course, empty.


Not for much longer, if Daval could help it.


His eyes met those of Kirkan Mandiat, the emperor’s First Counselor, seated at the right hand of the throne. Mandiat nodded to Daval. “The Council acknowledges the presence of Lord Daval Amok.”


Each member of the Ruling Council turned in their chairs to regard him, and Daval bowed in greeting.


“I assume he’s here for our discussion about House Farady.” Hirman Luce, Second Counselor to the emperor, did not like Daval. Daval did not care for the man either, but he was a strong contender in the succession. Luce sat at the left hand of the throne, opposite Mandiat.


“I’m only here to observe,” Daval said, bowing once more. It was a lord’s right, of course, to observe the workings of the Ruling Council. Daval wouldn’t have much say in the Council’s decisions unless he filed a formal petition, but he could learn



and prepare for however the Council’s decisions might affect his house.


Of course, he was also there for the Council’s discussion on House Farady. Many already suspected his involvement in the house’s demise, which was advantageous, but it wouldn’t do to acknowledge such a thing publicly.


“Can we continue?” Jemma Rowady, the Cantic high priestess of Roden, sat next to Mandiat, frowning at Daval.


Not surprising. The Cantic Denomination had been the only religion of Roden for decades. Now the Ceno order and the worship of the Scorned Gods had revived, and Daval was at the head of it. It was a shame that Daval, as Tokal-Ceno, did not have a position on the Ruling Council. Emperor Grysole had been about to grant that right to the previous Tokal, before his demise. It did not matter much now. Daval would control the Ruling Council soon enough.


Mandiat nodded. “Of course,” he said. “Our next item of business is the dome of the throne hall, and the repairs to be made to the imperial palace. Leader Dagnatar, have you found a lead architect?”


Arstan Dagnatar, Roden’s merchant leader, was a tall, thin man, young for his office. He had sharp eyes behind the rounded spectacles he wore, and was quite handsome.


“We have, Councilor. A woman, by the name of Forst. She is a—” Dagnatar stopped, glaring at the snickering man across the table from him. Borce Kuglen, the Watch Commander of Izet, was a large man with a graying beard, a growing bald spot on the top of his head, and a face that, for whatever reason, was perpetually flushed. “Did I say something funny?” Dagnatar asked, frowning at Borce.


Kuglen grunted. “You said a woman was going to redesign



the Great Dome of the throne hall. And, yes, I find that funny.”


“What’s so funny about it?” High Priestess Rowady interjected.


As the Council descended into an argument about the pros and cons of a female architect, two figures approached Daval. A man and a woman in dark-green robes, cowls pulled back. Both knelt before Daval.


“Rise,” Daval muttered. “What is your report?”


“We administered the drug as you ordered, Tokal,” the man said. His name was Torun, and he was one of Daval’s most trusted servants in the Ceno order.


“The block was effective?”


Raya, Daval’s second-in-command, nodded. “I made sure of it myself.”


“And you felt no threats to that block?”


Raya’s lips pursed. “No, Tokal,” she said after a moment of hesitation. “No… threats.”


“Good,” Daval said. “We don’t know the extent of the woman’s powers. She is not like the other psimancers we have dealt with, that much I know. As long as we keep giving her the drug, we’ll need to post Ceno guards with the blocking ability near her at all times.”


“It will be done, Tokal.”


“Is there anything else?” Daval asked.


“No, Tokal,” Torun said.


Raya was silent. Daval watched her thoughtfully. “You’ve something to say, Raya?” he asked.


The woman frowned. “Why are we toying with the tiellan, Tokal?”


Daval took a deep breath. Of course Raya would be the one to ask such a question. That was why the woman was his second.




“You’re wondering why we don’t kill her?” Daval whispered. “You’re wondering why we don’t eliminate someone who could be such a threat to our cause?”


“With respect, Tokal, she has already threatened our cause. She killed your predecessor, and…” Raya looked around the room again. “And she nearly thwarted the Rising. She is a danger to us all.”


Daval nodded. What Raya said was true; the tiellan girl was a danger. His own first instinct had been to kill her. But there was a power greater than Daval that ran things, now. A power that understood what he could not. Azael’s—the Fear Lord’s—instructions rang clear in his mind. She is the key to everything. Convince her. And if she can’t be convinced, she must be coerced. Now that they had given her frost, it would soon be time for the next phase of Daval’s plan.


“She is a danger,” Daval agreed, “but she is something else, too. She could be our greatest weapon in the Rising, Raya. She could be the weapon that turns the tide in our favor.” He needed the tiellan. He needed her as much as he needed to become emperor.


Raya’s lips pursed. “That seems a great risk.”


“Risks must be taken on the path to victory,” Daval said. “It is a fact of war.”


Raya nodded, but Daval could tell she was not convinced. No matter. It was good that she thought this way; Daval needed the check on himself, on his plans. “Thank you for your reports,” he said. “You are dismissed.”


Daval turned his attention back to the Council. They had finished their argument over the woman architect, apparently, and had now moved on to the subject Daval had been waiting for. Daval felt Luce’s eyes turn to him, and the high priestess’s



as well, as Mandiat brought up House Farady. Daval ignored the stares. Let them suspect what they might.


“Tragedy has struck House Farady,” Mandiat said. “And I regret to say that it must be dissolved.”


A few of the Council members gasped. Daval felt immensely satisfied. Urstadt’s plan had worked.


“After an ill-advised affront to House Amok,” Mandiat said, glancing at Daval, “in which five Amok workers were killed, House Amok responded within their rights by imprisoning the suspected perpetrators, putting them on trial, and sentencing them to death. These actions were overseen by a judicator, and given warrant. In response to these judgments, House Farady took another imprudent route of action, and attempted to break out House Amok’s prisoners. This attempt resulted in the deaths of all Farady members involved.”


Mandiat cleared his throat. Everyone in the room was staring at Daval. Daval made no indication that he noted or cared about the attention. He kept his face expressionless.


“That same night,” Mandiat continued, “evidence suggests an attack was made on House Farady as well. All members of the house were killed.”


“Oh, Goddess,” the high priestess whispered softly.


This moment was the payoff—proof that Daval’s plan was working. It was why he, with Urstadt’s help, had orchestrated the affair. Word would spread and all of Roden would know that House Amok was not to be trifled with. That the head of House Amok was an ideal candidate for the imperial throne.


“You don’t know who attacked House Farady?” Luce asked.


“No sufficient evidence was left behind,” Kuglen said.


“And by that you mean no witnesses?” Luce asked.


“No witnesses,” Kuglen replied.




“But surely you don’t mean all of House Farady,” the high priestess said. “There were children. Infants…”
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