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      To Nanna,

      For always believing in me.
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        ’Ware the skies when the rarkyns hunt,

        Bodies of bird and man akin.

        Woe the fool who meets their gaze,

        And sees the Aether’s heart within.

        

        —Fragment from The Epic of Asander.

        c. 500 years before the Illredian Founding.
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      Hunger gnawed in Skaar’s belly.

      His feathers itched; bones ached.

      He crouched atop the shattered planks of Archer’s wagon, a chipped and ragged rock in his talons, poised to strike the manacle around his wrist. Break this time.

      He swung the rock, smashing it into the metal. The rock shattered, crumbling in his hand, its grains bouncing down the mound of mud and splintered wood to the gully floor.

      “Aether damn you,” Skaar exploded, grabbing the chain and rattling it.

      The runes carved into the metal flared, strange letters flashing fluorescent green—and pulsed.

      Skaar froze. Pressure slithered up his arm and he gritted his teeth. Cold seeped through feathers into skin, threatening to stab deeper, right down to bone. He stood, quivering, sucking in one slow breath, then another. The glow faded. Close call.

      His stomach growled again.

      Reythr curse this place.

      He kicked a half-buried axle and when the wood didn’t give, he swore as pain bloomed in his toes. The chain rattled under him, iron manacle chafing his wrist as he hopped about, wings flared, tail whipping the underbrush, hissing curses under his breath.

      No matter how he looked at it, the manacle was an ordinary piece of metal. He crouched over it again, wedging a talon into the lock, twisted, failed, and then tried to dislodge the pins for the hundredth time that morning. The problem wasn’t the metal. Metal he could handle—except for silver. It was the galdar runes spelled on top of it. The glow in those cursed letters, scratched and scored into the iron, refused to die. Magic was annoyingly potent in the hands of humans—when they could use it.

      As far as landslides went, this hadn’t been a big one. But it had been big enough. The mound stretched from top to bottom of the narrow ravine. Archer’s wagon lay overturned in the rubble, metal cage twisted, shattered wheels bared to the world like wooden ribs. Above, the cliffs loomed, threatening to dump another load of rubble on top of him.

      That he’d survived the first slide at all was a miracle. Locked inside the wretched wagon, he’d bounced within its tumbling mass all the way to the bottom, the final impact turning his mind black. He was sure it had taken him at least a day just to summon the will to open his eyes again, skull throbbing as if someone had carved it open with a rusted knife. When he’d probed the raw lump on the back of his head, the world had swum, and he’d doubled over and retched into the dirt.

      Now here I am. Skaar shot the chain a savage look as it lay coiled in the mud. Trapped and exposed in the middle of human territory. A hare out in the open.

      A breeze wafted the scent of musty earth over him, along with something else, a thick sour stench he knew too well. Death. Something—someone Skaar hoped—was rotting somewhere in the mound. Probably the horse. With any luck, Archer too. And good riddance. If Skaar never saw that accursed mancer again, he’d die a happy rarkyn.

      Which might not be far off if he couldn’t get free. It was only a matter of time before the runes became too weak to bind him. Human galdar was like that. Their magic was strong but short-lived. If his captor was truly gone in the landslide, the runes’ power would soon fade. But who knew how long that would take? A fine thing it would be to die of starvation or at the hands of some yokel one day, only for the sigiled manacle to break the next.

      He reached for the talisman about his neck and held it up to the light. Aloft in the air, the jagged rock of quartz spun in a slow circle. The lifeless rune carved into it—a memento from happier times—sent dapples of light over the forest floor and reflected a mud-crusted face back at him.

      Reythr, you look like something a ginndir chewed on and spat out.

      Dirt clung to his wasted limbs like a crusted scab, getting under every feather, into every orifice. Skaar scratched the mud-clogged crest atop his head. Grit rained from the long plumage and stuck in the ridge of feathers along his nose and brow. He sneezed, teeth nearly taking off his tongue, and grimaced as a fresh throbbing started in his head, just under his horns. Wretched luck.

      He ran a talon over the rune in the crystal talisman: an old habit unbroken. Unlike the manacle, this piece of galdar working had been made for his tampering, but he’d drained the rune’s magic long ago.

      He gave it a shake. “Useless thing.”

      The crystal gleamed back at him. Dead. A mirror was about all it was good for. He let it drop with a sigh.

      Forcing his eyes closed, Skaar leaned on the mound, willing himself to rest. Rest, recuperate, then challenge the manacle again.

      A cloud fell across the sun.

      Eyes shut, all Skaar knew was the warmth seeping into his bones left. He scowled, impatient as he waited for the warmth to return. It didn’t. A faint, rustling footstep triggered a warning in his head. He vaulted to his feet. Too late.

      Not a cloud. Not a cloud at all.

      A dart bit into his neck. His jaw dropped; a brief cry of surprise escaped him. His legs buckled.

      Humans, was all he had time to think before the world teetered and turned black.
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      “Gods and ginndir, Hane, what have you done?” Lyss stared at the unconscious mass of feathers, blood humming in her ears, and tried not to vomit. An aetherling. By Sepp and all the gods, one of the Otherworld’s monsters. Here.

      This can’t be happening. Not again.

      She groped for her sword, only to find the bag of medicines on her belt. When Hane had run into camp and pulled her from her rune practice, she’d expected a hunting accident, a laceration from a wild boar or an ankle sprained on the mountain trail, but this?

      The Eder Wildner boy beside her scuffed one boot, eyes darting to the small galdar ward scratched in the earth before them. Five runes marked the perimeter of a circle, lines and letters glowing green as its magic contained the creature within. Hane shoved his hands in the pockets of his tunic. “We, ah, shot it with a tinker’s dart.”

      With a tinker’s dart. The words rolled over Lyss. She drank them in, trying to drown out the thumping blood in her ears—and the memories flooding in. She forced her mind away, swallowing hard.

      “We?” she asked, faintly, and searched the clearing. Trees, cliffs, a mound of rubble, and there, a tall lanky shadow stepping out of the shade. Darrin. A scowl crawled across her face.

      I should have kratting known.

      Hane pulled her off the trail, his thin, girlish fingers pale around her wrist. A head shorter and five years younger than Darrin, the fourteen-year-old looked more gangly than ever beside his brother.

      “You shot it?” Lyss hissed at them. “Are you mad?”

      The brothers exchanged a glance. Both shared the famous white, almost translucent skin of the Eder Wildner clan, but where Hane’s eyes were bluer than the breast of a sky wren, Darrin’s were dark—unusually so for a Wildner.

      Darrin shrugged. “Looked like it was in trouble.”

      He stepped over the runes, shoving the creature’s tail out of the way to reveal a heavy manacle clamped about its wrist. “See?” he said. “A sigil.” He turned it over to reveal the runes embedded in the metal. “It’s cutting him off from the Aether. At this rate, it’ll kill him.”

      Him? Rage flared inside her. “It’s an aetherling, Darrin!” she exploded, pointing at the creature. “Sepp almighty, it’s a kratting monster.” She took in the humanoid body, the feathers…the claws. Under her tunic, the old scar twanged as if a pair of fingers had reached into her chest and plucked it like a string. Cold rushed down her limbs. Suddenly, she was standing on the road to Caenis, soldiers on all sides, her father’s screams beating in her ears as another monster sank its teeth into his—

      No. She bit her tongue, hard. Pain swept through her mouth, drowning out the memory. Save it for later. For when you find those bastards. She wiped clammy hands on her tunic instead, forcing them into fists so Darrin and Hane wouldn’t see them shake. An aetherling. She sucked in a breath, held it until her heart calmed. It was unconscious. For now.

      Sepp help them once it woke.

      Lyss studied the creature again. It was at least three heads taller than any of the Wildner, and over four heads taller than her. Thin too. A full set of ribs were visible beneath its mottled-red plumage and its limbs were knobbly and emaciated. Even the two black wings cocooned about it were dull and missing feathers. Under it, a long tail stretched, crooked feathers flaring from the end like the fletch of an old arrow. Lyss frowned, this was not an aetherling she recognized.

      “It’s a rarkyn,” Darrin said.

      Rar-kyn. She searched her memory for the name. And stopped, remembering the stories she’d heard. Songs of unwitting heroes dragged into the Otherworld by these creatures; rumored sightings of whole flocks winking in and out of the skies deep in the wilds. Curiosity flickered inside her, despite herself.

      “Sepp be, what is it doing here?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s not looking well.” Darrin nudged the sigil around the rarkyn’s wrist again. “And this isn’t helping.”

      Lyss took in the starved creature. Aether was to them like water was to humans. They couldn’t live without it. She blinked as the full implication hit her. Kratting shit, he can’t be serious. “You want to free it?” she gawped. Her rage stirred again, hot and angry in her belly. “For Sepp’s sake, Darrin, just let it die!”

      “If it dies, what do you think will happen?” Darrin’s voice remained steady, tone reasoning, as if explaining to a child. Lyss ground her teeth. Gods, she hated it when he did that. Never mind that they were the same age. She pursed her lips.

      Truth was she had no idea what might happen. Aetherlings were Iga’s wheelhouse, not hers. She hadn’t got up to that bit in her mentor’s lessons, nor did she plan to. Her grip tightened around her medicine bag. Not after what happened to Fa. She knew all she needed to: Aetherlings were dangerous.

      Darrin scowled. “Gods be Lyss, haven’t you heard the stories? When it dies, it’ll tear a hole to the Otherworld as it goes.”

      “So?”

      He released an exasperated huff. “So? It could pull everyone within a shout of here in with it. Of course, it might have enough self-control left not to, but do you want to bet on it while it’s like that?” He pointed at the rarkyn’s ribs.

      A sinking sensation pooled inside Lyss’ stomach. She recalled the rush of Hane’s words back at camp: I need help. Where’s Iga? Their mentor had been off tending the herds. Lyss was all there was.

      “What about its mancer?” she asked. After all, where there was an aetherling, there was a mancer. There was never one without the other. She searched the clearing. Mancers summoned aetherlings from the Otherworld, bound them to their will, and by undoing their runes, could return them there just as easily.

      Darrin pointed to the pile of rubble. A lopsided carriage lay crumpled within it. “They’re dead. Probably. It’ll be a while until we can clear it all to be sure.”

      If it’s one of the Order, you’re better off leaving them to die, Lyss thought, but didn’t say. She shuffled closer to the circle, marveling at its stability. Hane’s power was truly something. Envy twisted inside her. Not even a crease of concentration on his brow from holding the ward with his mind. He wasn’t even panting as the magic burned through the Aether reserves in his body. It was then she noticed the odd shapes of the runes scored in the dirt. Invented runes.

      She swore under her breath. Gods and ginndir, Hane. The Empire’s laws of galdar use were absolute. Their runes or nothing. No deviation. No foreign magic. She’d told him, Iga had told him. So many times. Work unorthodox runes and you’ll attract the notice of the Order. She shuddered, her scar pulling up her throat as she fought down the images again. Nothing good ever came from that.

      Darrin stooped and put a hand to the rarkyn’s head—between the short roping horns poking through its crest—and rolled the creature’s head to one side. A gash and a patch of half-dried blood the size of Lyss’ palm stained the rarkyn’s feathers. “Can you tend to this?” he asked.

      Lyss’ gaze fell on the rarkyn’s curled talons. Each one graced the end of a long digit, black as bear claws, and covered in grit. They could wrap around her throat with length to spare. A gurgling scream rose out of her memory and she pushed it down. If Darrin could walk around it like that, it must be safe.

      Well, safe as it could be.

      “Alright.” She thumped her medicine bag down and shot Hane a glare. “We’ll talk about this later.” She indicated the runes. “You’re sure it’s unconscious?”

      The two boys nodded. She stepped over the circle, hoping neither Wildner saw the tremble in her legs. Breathe. It’s fine.

      “Be careful of its blood, I hear it’s potent,” Darrin advised.

      Lyss knelt, examining the blow to the rarkyn’s skull. It had been a hard one. It was a wonder the creature was still breathing, despite its size.

      Thanks to its Aether origins no doubt. The beast reeked of the Otherworld, even to her. She could practically taste the zing of it on her lips; hot, like the Krawan spices Fa used to covet. Her scar twisted across her chest again and she clenched a fist. Stop it.

      Darrin leaned over her shoulder. “Have you seen a rarkyn before? When”—he hesitated—“when you travelled?”

      Lyss cracked open a pot of salve, rubbed a bandage into it and dabbed at the wound.

      “No, I’ve never seen one, at least not one that was alive. I saw bones in the markets once.” She suppressed a shiver at the memory of a merchant handling a skull with teeth the size of her fingers. Her father had laughed and politely shaken his head at the offer: too expensive, as always. Another twinge.

      “Is it true that mancers hunt them?” Hane’s question to Darrin pulled her back.

      Darrin shrugged. “They’re aetherlings so it makes sense, I suppose.”

      Then why, by Sepp’s divine balls, did you shoot one with a tinker’s blowpipe?! Lyss bit down on her fury. They were lucky the dart had worked at all. She dug another lump of salve out and pressed it into the rarkyn’s feathers.

      “I heard you can gain second sight if you eat their eyes,” Hane was saying. “Supposedly their blood brings back the dead—if they’re fresh.”

      Lyss scowled. No one comes back from the dead. She held her tongue and said, without looking up, “You’re better off putting your faith in something real than in silly superstitions.”

      Hane shrank back as if Lyss had bitten him. Darrin sighed. “That’s our Lyss, ever the practical one.” He turned for the ridge. “I’m going to find Iga, I want that sigil off.”

      Lyss glowered as his figure loped off through the trees, then returned her salve to her bag and hunted for a needle and thread. Her gaze drifted back to the rarkyn, taking the faded braies around its bony hips, the undergarment’s drawcord tight with length to spare. She scowled. Clothes indicated some level of intelligence, which only made the aetherling more dangerous.

      Thou shalt not summon above thy station.

      Kallion’s fourth law echoed in her head in Iga’s rasping tones. It took more than a standard foot soldier to keep and control a rarkyn. The more intelligent the aetherling, the harder they were to control. Even Lyss knew that. She frowned and glanced at the sigiled manacle again, then to the pile of rubble beyond.

      What kind of mancer could control a rarkyn even after they were dead?

      Lyss eyed the splintered skeleton of a cart poking out from the mud. No matter. Whomever the mancer had been, he or she was gone. Just as well. Most trained mancers were affiliated with the Order, and the less of the Order in the north, the better.

      She found a needle and worked a thread into it.

      Next to the circle, Hane traced runes in the dirt with a finger, waiting for Darrin’s return. He finished one, scrubbed it out, and began again with a new one. Lyss squashed her jealousy. Unlike her, Hane was gifted with the runes. He took to galdar like a goat to grass. Sensing her watching, Hane flashed a sheepish grin and rubbed out his latest bastardized rune.

      “Just experimenting,” he said.

      Lyss glared at him. “Try and explain that to an Order soldier. I promise it won’t go down nearly as well. One look at those illegal runes and they’ll brand you as a krat, and that’ll snuff your magic out for good.”

      Hane rolled his eyes. “The Order doesn’t come—” He stopped, face falling; the pink in his cheeks leaching away.

      Lyss heard it too. A hiss at her back; leaves crunching under a great weight.

      “Lyss!” Hane’s voice pitched upwards.

      She spun and her gaze latched onto the rarkyn. Time slowed. Blood drained from her limbs. It was awake. Oh gods and ginndir, how could it be awake?

      A feathered arm fell across her shoulders, dragged her back. Long fingers wrapped under her chin, tight. Lyss gasped and fought for air. Talons pricked her skin. A hot breath fell against her ear.

      “Unbind.”

      She froze. It could talk? Her mind wavered. By Sepp, it could talk.

      A red eye glared at her, pupil round, the iris a fierce blood-red sunrise.

      “Unbind.” The word hissed out through a set of teeth in a too-wide mouth.

      Lyss stared; mind blank, unable to think.

      The rarkyn shifted, revealing its left eye. Set in a pit of black, a brilliant iris sat within, round and silver as a moon in a night sky, a black prick of a pupil in its middle. The mismatched gaze bored into her and Lyss’ insides shriveled. Oh gods, she was going to die here. Today. Now.

      Another hot, sticky breath rolled across her face.

      “Lyss!” Hane charged in, swinging a heavy stick like a broadsword. “Get off you bastard!” He lashed the branch at the aetherling’s head. Its talons released, air flooded Lyss’ lungs and her knees hit the ground.

      No Hane. You mustn’t—

      The boy lunged in again, martial form terrible. “Stay off!” he yelled. The rarkyn hissed, lips peeling back, and intercepted. It pounced hard and fast, knocking Hane to the ground. For a heartbeat, Hane scrabbled. Flailing, grappling, kicking. Then the rarkyn’s fist cracked into his head. The boy crumpled and his ward around them dimmed as his eyes unfocused and head lolled.

      Blood rushed to Lyss’ limbs. Move, she screamed at her legs. Fight! Or we both die here.

      The rarkyn rounded on her. Lyss scrambled up, groping for the knife in her belt. She snapped the weapon up. Pathetically small next to those talons. She swallowed. No disarming them either. The rarkyn sprang, claws scything down. Pain fired across her arm. She bit back a cry. Block it out. Hold the knife. Stay alive.

      She spun away, heart thudding. The rarkyn followed. She dodged another swing, swept in and slashed at the rarkyn’s throat. She got its cheek instead, nicking a red scratch under one eye. The aetherling hissed and grabbed for her, chain and manacle rattling around its wrist. Her eyes followed the links trailing through the dirt.

      That’s it. Lyss lunged, scooped up the chain and pulled. The rarkyn stumbled, thrown off balance, and rounded on her again. She sidestepped another strike and—

      —went sprawling backwards over Hane.

      Shit. Shit, shit, shit. She scrambled over on hand and knee, struggling to find her feet.

      The rarkyn came like a charging bull. It dove, eight feet of feather, teeth and talon, and flattened her to the earth.

      For a heartbeat the world hung, growing dark before Lyss coughed and sucked in a wheezing gasp. She opened her eyes and wriggled her fingers. Both arms pinned under her, her left an angry throb from where the rarkyn’s talons had sliced into her flesh. Kratting damn.

      The rarkyn’s face loomed close, feathers bristled, eerie eyes inches from her face. It was huffing hard. Of course, its head. With that injury it’s a wonder it can see straight.

      “Unbind!”

      “What?” Lyss glanced at the circle. “No!” Besides, she didn’t know how. Not with Hane’s invented runes.

      Angry teeth flashed in the corner of her vision. Its talons found her neck and began to squeeze. “Let go,” it spat.

      “I can’t.”

      Five pricks of pain dug into her skin. A dribble of warmth ran under her chin. Her scar twinged, its puckered length burning down her chest. Helpless, it berated. You swore this would never happen again. Lyss clenched her jaw. Never again. She worked her fingers under her, one fist coiling around the knife, the other closing tight on something cold, and tingling.

      The chain. By Sepp, she still held it.

      With a screech, the rarkyn shifted on her back. “Unbind!” it bellowed.

      Now.

      Lyss pressed her knuckles into the earth and heaved. Her arms shook, muscles burning under the weight of the rarkyn, and pain stabbed down her wounded forearm. An inch of space opened under her chest. Her knife-hand snapped out and stabbed blindly, striking flesh.

      The rarkyn howled, clutched its leg and its weight fell away.

      Lyss launched upwards.

      “Get—” she roared, punching down at the rarkyn with the hilt of her knife, aiming for those gnashing teeth “off!” The pommel connected with the creature’s face, and the crack of its nose breaking shuddered through the hilt. The aetherling reeled back.

      Lyss dove across the dirt, grabbed the back of Hane’s jerkin and hauled him up. Gods, he was heavier than he looked. A snarl boomed at her back. The rarkyn had recovered. Blood flowed unstaunched from its nose, red globules coalescing on its chin and plopping to the earth. Lyss dragged Hane to the edge of the ward. You better have spelled this damn circle right, she thought at him. If the rarkyn could cross the ward’s lines, she didn’t know what she’d do.

      If I survive this, I’ll never leave camp without my sword again.

      The rarkyn surged forward. Lyss dropped Hane, planted herself between him and the charging aetherling and brandished her knife.

      Then she saw it.

      A flicker of runes in the manacle on the rarkyn’s wrist. The sigil. Battered and weak, but a sigil nonetheless. If she could tap into its power, trigger it somehow, she could use it to subdue the rarkyn…

      All she needed was enough time to get Hane over the lines of the ward. She switched her blade to her left hand and grabbed for the glowing runes. Her fingers closed around the shackle, cold and slicked in sweat and blood. Some of it hers, most of it the rarkyn’s.

      The rarkyn talons swung up to strike—

      Sepp, Gods, Iga, let me do this just once. She reached for the magic inside her and pushed.

      The sigil pulsed.

      Before her, the rarkyn froze, Lyss forgotten as it sucked in a breath.

      Heat lanced up Lyss’ arm, down her ribs, deep into the base of her spine and then roared up her back like a striking serpent. She screamed, hands flying to her temples as a spark dug in.

      Heat unfurled through her skull. The scent of blood crawled up her nose and over her tongue, its metallic taste gagging in her throat. Her eyes stung. Her vision went black.

      Gods and ginndir, what had she done?

      The world unhinged.
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        To let people use magic without the Conclave’s safe and established runes will consign our Empire to ruin. Villages will burn where one untrained user sought to warm his hands. Farmlands will flood where one rogue thought to water his crop. It is a dangerous power. We must protect our people from it.

        Those who refuse to accept this are a danger not just to their own, but to themselves. Brand them, for they have lost the right to wield this gift.

        Those who resist are my enemy, and the people’s enemy. Kill them. For they have lost the right to anything at all.

        —Kallion’s Decree, 892 years after the Founding.
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      Lyss woke to pain. Pain and a headache knuckling into her temples. Sepp’s balls, she’d had her fair share of hangovers before but this…

      Her muscles ached down to the bone. Even breathing hurt. She groaned and opened her eyes. Light and shadow played above her in a sea of fractured shapes and color.

      “…lucky it was only interested in escape,” a voice rasped from a dark blotch to her left. Lyss blinked, and Iga’s stern nose and wrinkled face swam into focus, and a moment later, the tawny tarsie-wool walls of her mentor’s hut. Lyss closed her eyes again and released a long, slow breath. Here comes the lecture.

      “Have I taught you nothing?” Iga demanded.

      Lyss pried open an eye—Gods and ginndir, even her eyeballs hurt—and faced her mentor hunched at the bedside. A fresh pipe smoked in Iga’s fingers.

      “The rarkyn?” Lyss asked.

      “Gone.” Iga lifted the pipe and took a draw. “Forced the ward open and took off. Not a difficult feat with Hane half-conscious and its sigil destroyed.” Iga dropped a rust and mud-stained manacle onto the blankets. The runes scored across it were dull and lifeless. “This was lying next to you when we came upon the ward.”

      Lyss stared at the dead sigil. “It broke?”

      “It did.” Iga’s wrinkles knotted together in a scowl. “Darrin and Hane told me most of the story. Fools the lot of you.”

      “Is Hane—”

      “A good size egg on his temple, and he’ll have headaches for the next week, but he’ll live.” Iga harrumphed. “Though the way he moans you’d think my grandson had lost a limb.” She exhaled a cloud of smoke. For a moment, Lyss glimpsed, or thought she glimpsed, small figures dancing upwards in it, curling, and broiling in the haze as it climbed. She blinked, and the vision faded.

      “How did you do it?” Iga tapped the broken sigil with her pipe. “That was quite the ‘graving spelled on it.”

      Lyss opened her mouth, hesitated, and closed it again. How had she done it? She’d drawn on her little pool of Aether as always, but she hadn’t felt the magic catch per se. There hadn’t been that elusive spark Iga always described. No, it had been like having a keg of Kalana gunpowder go off in her face, and they both knew she didn’t have that kind of power. It had been—she cast her mind back and her hairs prickled—raw somehow. Fierce. She swallowed.

      “I don’t know.”

      Iga sighed. “You got off lightly.” She pointed to the bandage around Lyss’ left forearm. “You’ll have scars, but many mancers can’t boast your kind of luck.”

      Lyss fingered the dressing. What’s one more scar at this point? A throb rippled up her swollen arm at her touch. She parted her lips, heart quickening as a new thought occurred to her.

      “Will I still be able to use a sword?”

      Iga snorted. “Use a sword,” she muttered. “Of course that’s the first thing you ask. No thought at all for your ability to wield galdar.” At Lyss’ earnest look, she sighed. “Yes, you will. Just give it a week or two.”

      A few weeks? Her heart sank. Darrin had finally agreed to show her the Eder form too—she’d been looking forward to that. Undone by a kratting rarkyn. I hope its Sepp damn nose mends crooked. Lyss sank into her bedcovers and wiggled her puffy fingers.

      “Guess that’s the end of my rune wielding.”

      Iga huffed, her shoulders hunching towards the earth. “Perhaps it’s better this way. I told you before, you have no talent for galdar.”

      Lyss stared at the wall of the hut. It still hurt to hear it. She picked at her bandages, rubbed the scabs on her good hand, anything to avoid her mentor’s gaze. “There’s really no hope for me?”

      “A mancer must have control over their runes. You don’t. You made a good student—despite your endless attraction to swordplay—but galdar was your father’s gift, not yours.”

      Lyss gritted her teeth. At the mention of Fa, the scar on her chest had given a small twang, like a piece of string snapping. It wasn’t like her mentor’s words came as a shock. Months she’d practiced. And those months got her nowhere. She gripped her bandages, stared at the ceiling, and blinked back the sting in her eyes. I’ll never get into the Rose Brigade at this rate.

      Abruptly, she sat up and threw off the covers, aches be damned. Her boots stood at her bedside, still caked in mud and grass. Fighting her swollen fingers, Lyss pulled them on and struggled with the laces. She gave it up and left them loose. Room to breathe was all she wanted, she wouldn’t go far.

      “Don’t leave camp, it’s near sundown,” Iga warned.

      Lyss didn’t move. Instead, her gaze fell on the shadows behind the mancer. Her mouth turned dry.

      The shadows were moving. The longer she watched the more distinct they became. They were—Lyss’ jaw dropped open—people? Gods and ginndir, tiny people moving in and out of the dark. Small white eyes glinted in featureless faces, like pinpricks in a blank canvas. None had any nose or mouth. They moved into one another, one suddenly here, the other there, as though they were vapor.

      “Lyss!” Iga’s voice snapped her attention back. Her mentor had risen and come close, brushy eyebrows furrowed. “What is it?”

      “People. In the shadows.”

      An unreadable expression flashed across her mentor’s face. Shock? Fear? Lyss couldn’t tell. She shifted, uneasy. Nothing ever surprised Iga. Her mentor’s voice dropped. “You see the smarokk?” Her gaze darted over Lyss. “That’s not possible,” she hissed. “Stay where you are.”

      Her tone sent a new stab of fear roiling through Lyss’ belly. What were smarokk? Were they supposed to be seen? Gods damn, what the ’byss did it mean? “Iga—”

      “Quiet!” Iga barked. She pulled a cold lantern from above the hut’s fireplace. The mancer’s gnarled fingers shaped a rune, forming a casting. Envy twinged inside Lyss and she pushed it down. Accept it. You’ll never wield galdar like that. A sharp acidic scent hit her nose as the Aether surged to obey Iga’s command. Green flame flared in the lantern.

      “Be still.” Iga held the lantern to Lyss’ face. The mancer’s gaze ran over her again, pausing to meet Lyss’. Her expression turned grim.

      Lyss raised a hand to her cheek. “What’s wrong?”

      Iga shuffled to Lyss’ trunk, flipped open the lid and pulled a small mirror from its depths. A feast-day present from Darrin. Lyss had tried to refuse it, but he’d insisted, placing it in her palm and wrapping her fingers around it. “It’s rude to refuse a gift,” he’d said. The sight of it in Iga’s hands turned her chest tight.

      One day, I’ll leave them. A pang rose inside her. Must she? Really? The scar on her chest tingled. You promised, it whispered. Swore on Fa’s grave.

      Lyss rubbed it. I know.

      Iga handed the mirror over. Lyss glanced into it. Nothing unusual.

      “Look again with the light,” Iga said, bringing the lantern closer.

      Lyss’ breath caught. Something was wrong with her eyes. Iga pulled the light away and the color in her irises faded to their natural, gold-flecked hazel. Iga brought the light in again: one of her eyes turned blood red, the other a glowing silver.

      Lyss’ mirror clattered to the floor. Gods and ginndir. She groped for her voice, managed to choke out the question. “What does it mean?”

      “You’ve been bonded.”

      Lyss’ world drained away. Bonded? Like a familiar? Panic spasmed through her. “That’s old witching magic,” she whispered. The kind of magic the Empire had gone to great pains to stamp out years ago. “Impossible. I’m no witch—I’m not even a mancer! And you need a circle. And runes—”

      “You had a circle,” Iga reminded.

      Lyss shook her head. It can’t be. “I can’t get a familiar, I don’t have enough Aether to bind it to me.”

      “You don’t, but the rarkyn does.”

      Oh gods. Nausea churned her belly. It wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be. Iga was wrong. Lyss swallowed. Iga is never wrong.

      “Sometimes the Aether has a will of its own.” Iga stared at the sigil still lying on Lyss’ bed. “Sometimes it defies runes and rules. Especially in the wake of something stronger.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like blood.”

      Lyss took in the sigil and the rust and mud flaking off on her bedcovers. Not rust, she realized. She rubbed one of the red-brown smears; held her fingers up to her nose. Musky copper filled her lungs. Cold horror yawned in her belly. Blood. “We’re in a blood pact?”

      “It’s possible.”

      Lyss’ stomach dropped away from her, understanding sinking in.

      “Control will fall to whoever has the stronger magic,” Iga said from somewhere far off.

      The rarkyn. Sepp help, the master is the rarkyn.

      Lyss sank back onto her bedroll, staring at her stained fingers. This was not part of the plan. She shivered, cold spreading from her core. When she hugged herself, her skin was warm—hot even.

      Iga pressed a palm to Lyss’ neck. “’Byss curse it, we need to work quickly.”

      Lyss blinked. She’d never heard the old mancer swear. “Prepare for what?” she asked, but Iga was already shuffling away, cane clenched in one gnarled fist, her pipe in the other. She snuffed it out with a finger.

      “Stay where you are,” she snapped when Lyss made to follow. At the edge of the hut, she stopped, turned and scored the wooden tip of her cane along the ground, digging the arc of a circle into the dirt. Lyss stood still and tracked the mancer’s full circuit, panic rising with every step Iga made. She dug her nails into her palms. You’re not helpless, not yet. Lyss cleared her throat, stilled her quivering hands and faced her mentor. “Iga—”

      “Hush!” The mancer silenced her with a hand. “I’ve not used this ward since Kallion’s inquisition, let me think.”

      The words snagged in Lyss’ throat. A ward from the inquisition? Sepp damn, that did not bear thinking about. Her mentor traced a galdar rune—a rune point—along the circle’s edge, shuffled a step, then drew a second, and a third. Lyss tried to imagine a forty-year-younger Iga hunting down krats and rebel mancers for the Order, rifling out illegal galdar use in the provinces and fighting in the Emperor’s armies against Kraw, but couldn’t. The mancer might be a grouch, but she wasn’t a killer. Lyss knew what killers looked like. They dressed in red cloaks and bore a rose and crown coat of arms on their sleeves.

      Iga finished her twelfth rune point. Lyss swallowed, turning on the spot, taking the full ward in. Twelve points. Iga wasn’t out for a lark. “What’s it for?” she whispered.

      “To stop you falling into the Otherworld.”

      Lyss’ gut clenched. “That can happen?”

      “Aye,” Iga said. “A sorry end it would be for you too. If the raw power of the Aether there doesn’t kill you, the ginndir will.”

      Lyss’ heart thumped a little faster. Her eyes slid back to the whisp-like shadows hiding in the dim of the hut. The Otherworld, the Aether Realm, Home of the Aetherlings she’d heard it called many things. Only those with second sight could see into it; see those shadow folk dancing at the edge of Iga’s hut. The mancer had tried to explain it once. “The Otherworld swaths our world,” she’d said. “It’s above us, below; all around. Some of its Aether seeps through to us here, on Terresmir.”

      Everything on Terresmir had a little bit of the Aether inside them—trees, rocks, grass, people too—it was what allowed mankind to use galdar. Lyss had thought she’d understood until Iga had tapped the earth with her cane. “The deeper you go in the Otherworld, the stranger, less like Terresmir it becomes. One theory is there is no end to it. The other is—”

      “The abyss,” Lyss had guessed. “Where the ginndir are.”

      Every acolyte knew about the ginndir, even out here in the backcountry.

      “Aye, not every aetherling is sentient,” Iga had lectured. “Some are little more than embodied rage and magic. They are the ginndir. No one can control them, and if you are fool enough to summon one, it will be the death of you.”

      Illredian mancers knew them by one other name. Flesh eaters. For that was what they sought. Flesh of any kind. Human, animal, aetherling—they devoured all, and according to some, they grew with every kill, taking on the traits of those they’d consumed.

      Back in the hut, a chill prickled in Lyss’ gut. She shivered at the memory. You couldn’t simply fall into the source of all magic from Terresmir. Could you? She wiped her sweaty hands on her bedclothes. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Iga stilled at the edge of the ward. “Rarkyn were not used as familiars for good reason, Lyss.” Her fingers rose, stretching like knobbed twigs. “Their magic is dangerous. Uncontrollable. Many witches tried, according to the histories. Each and every one lost their minds.”

      A tremble passed Lyss’ lips as she parted them, fighting back the fear welling in her chest. “You mean I’ll go—” she paused, unable to keep the waver out of her voice, “mad?”

      “Insane, yes.”

      Gods help me. She swallowed down panic. Iga couldn’t know for sure, could she? She’s never wrong, the thought whispered through her. Was it her fate to become one of the empty shells she’d seen ranting and raving in the streets of Caenis?

      Iga’s fingers twitched, the only sign she made as she invoked the ward. A whiff of smoke, a hint of sulfur, and the runes flared green around Lyss. She clenched her jaw, gritting her teeth tight so she wouldn’t scream, or worse, cry. One heartbeat passed. Then two. She took a breath and forced out her next question:

      “How soon?”

      “Some had a few hours lucidity. Some fought for months before the madness won, if the stories are to be believed.”

      “It can’t be undone?”

      “Unlikely.” The mancer dug through her galdar supplies, shoving aside rune-graved stones and pre-traced summoning wards on paper. “Nobody knows precisely why; something to do with a rarkyn’s magic. And no witch was ever fool enough to bind themselves with a blood-pact like yours.”

      Lyss shut her eyes, rubbed her forehead. She had a month. Probably less. Then she’d just fade away, her life’s grime buffed off; polished clean. Part of her almost relished the thought—until Fa’s face flittered out from her memory. Roping limbs, hard lines in a sun-tanned face, eyes so deep they drew her in at every bedtime story. What of her memories of him? She stiffened, clenched her fists. Not those. She wouldn’t let it consume them. Not ever. It couldn’t end. Not this way. She swayed inside the ward, muscles twitching as a fresh shiver ran over her. She itched to move, to do something. Anything. Clamminess chafed under her bedclothes; she put a hand to her cheek. Hot, feverously so. Shit.

      “You’re beginning to feel the effects of the bond.” Iga returned from her supply case, an inkpot in her fingers. “That’s good.”

      “Good?” Lyss repeated, incredulous.

      The mancer nodded. “We cannot act until the pact is working through you. Quickly now. Give me your hand.”

      Lyss frowned but held her right arm out. Iga dunked a finger into the inkpot and scrawled a glyph on the inside of Lyss’ wrist, a second followed next to it, then a third and fourth until a ring of six runes glistened cool and black on her olive skin.

      “What are—?”

      “Stay still,” Iga commanded. She breathed over the runes, drying the ink. They prickled on Lyss’ flesh, and a hot tingle fizzled into her muscles. She winced and Iga’s index finger pressed into her forearm. “Brace yourself,” her mentor warned.

      Lyss opened her mouth to question—and gagged on air. Gods and ginndir, she couldn’t breathe. Her heart slammed into her ribs. She gasped, then wheezed. Her hands flew to her throat, clawing at her skin.

      “Stop that, silly girl!” Iga ripped her fingers away. Panic blooming inside her, Lyss struggled. I can’t breathe! A croak escaped her. Sepp help, she’s suffocating me!

      Iga’s grip held firm with a strength Lyss hadn’t known her mentor had. She thrashed, jerking her hand free, arm burning as scabs tore open. She dug at Iga’s fingers, trying to pry open her grip.

      Cold washed over her.

      Her arms went limp. She swayed, vision ebbing to black…

      Iga’s grip released and Lyss gasped, air rushing into her lungs. The world snapped back. Wrist throbbing, she shoved Iga away. “You’re trying to kill me!” She would have screamed it, but she had no breath left.

      Iga staggered, catching herself on her cane, and scowled. “Calm down,” she snapped. “It takes much more than that to harm a rarkyn. You have nothing to worry about. I just bought you more time.”

      Lyss cradled her throbbing arm. “What do you mean?”

      “The runes form a seal. They will protect your mind from the madness. They’re blocking the effect of the pact—or some of it.” Iga put a hand on her cheek and motioned Lyss to do the same. “See? Your fever is gone.”

      Lyss did so and blinked. Her skin was sweat-slicked but cool. Iga motioned to Lyss’ wrist. “It’s temporary, but it should give you a few extra months. Provided none of the Order see it. They’re not fond of Krawan galdar.”

      Lyss’ gaze snapped down. Krawan galdar? Six runes circled her wrist, strange letters still vivid but no longer ink black, instead they’d faded to an earthy green. She’d assumed Iga had fought with the Order in the inquisition, but perhaps she’d thought wrong. She turned her wrist over under her nose. It was almost a ward, not quite a sigil. And it was on her flesh. Her stomach clenched. Kallion had outlawed that long ago. Lyss gulped down the egg in her throat and whispered, “This is Kraw magic?”

      “Aye, so keep it hidden or the blood pact will be the least of your worries.”

      “What happens when it breaks?”

      “When the runes vanish, you will have a few hours left, days at most.”

      Lyss rubbed the runes. They didn’t come off—they were printed in her skin. Like a tattoo. Or a birthmark. “Can’t you make the seal stronger and block the pact completely?”

      “It’s as strong as I can make it.” Iga busied herself with her pipe, shaping her fingers to spark a small fire casting into one end. With a practiced flick, she severed the spell, snuffing out the flame and placed the pipe between her teeth. She gave a long draw, her wrinkled jowls quivering as she sucked.

      “What now?” Lyss asked.

      Iga blew smoke into the ceiling. “We wait. I’ve done all I can.” She wrapped her tarsie-wool shawl tighter, and sank to the edge of the ward, face grim like a city watchman resigned to their turn of the graveyard shift. “You’re in for a long night.”
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      The first tug of the Aether came like a kick to the stomach. High in the air, Skaar’s muscles twitched, then convulsed as the Otherworld’s power sank in. His wings snapped wide, his stomach turned, and he retched. Bile splattered into his feathers, crusting over the blood drying down his front.

      “Reythr’s fins,” he swore under his breath, and pumped his wings to stay aloft. His Aether was returning, ripping through him like a fire through a dry thicket. He couldn’t stay airborne; he needed a safe place—a den, a hideaway, anything—to hunker down in. Somewhere to wait out the flood of magic sinking back into his bones. A bolt of heat shot up his spine, flared across his ribs. Just a little longer.

      Ahead, the peaks of the Northern Steppes called, high and white slopes impossibly steep, near unpassable for human caravans—but for one road. Stay clear of that and he was safe. There, on the other side, beyond that wall of rock and snow, so close he could almost smell it: freedom.

      Heat spiked down his back. His wings spasmed, strength falling away. No. Not now. He flopped through the sky; the canopy rushed to meet him. The ground. Spot the ground! One of Fengar’s old lessons sounded in his head.

      A twitch of tail feathers and Skaar twisted, curled into a ball and crashed through the treetops. Branches clawed at him on the way down, like he’d got it into his head to roll in a thorn bush. He bounced twice, pain smarting under one rib as he crushed an air sack, then thudded to the earth in a shower of leaves and twigs. Agony lanced up his side, into his head, and the world teetered.

      A picture of prowess, Fengar teased from his memory. Skaar groaned and shoved the errant thought aside. Now was not the time to listen to dead siblings. Wincing, he sat up and sucked in a wheezing breath. His nose gave an angry throb. Reythr curse that girl. Her face still glared at him, crisp in his mind. Hazel eyes flecked hawk yellow, bright against her skin. A set jaw, and strong, quick hands gripped around a blade dripping blood, his blood. A fresh throb. Damn her and her knife to the abyss and back.

      His pain dulled and the Aether’s burn returned. Almost as bad as Archer’s sigil. But where the mancer’s manacle had burned cold, the Aether burned hot, giddily so. Skaar rubbed the band of bald skin the sigil had left on his wrist. After years of swearing and cursing the thing, he felt oddly naked with the manacle gone, plucked like a pheasant before the fire. Yet now, without it—he allowed himself a grin—the Aether seethed back into him. At last.

      It was both elating and terrifying.

      Another flush of magic. Skaar held his breath, feeling heat and power rush into his bones; swirl in his marrow.

      Wait.

      Watch.

      With a sigh, the Aether settled into him and steadied. His belly unknotted. Still in control. The Aether wouldn’t claim him. He was still Skaar. Still a rarkyn; not one of the ginndir from the abyss. One day, but not yet. He closed his eyes and repeated the age-old mantra. Not yet.

      “The Aether is like water. A little is good for us. But draw in too much and you will drown,” Raska, the leader of his old pack, had said years ago, when Fengar was fresh out of ellirsott, the growing sickness. She gave the lesson to all young rarkyn once they recovered and were ready to begin drawing on the Otherworld’s power on their own.

      “How do you know when you’ve taken in too much?” Fengar had asked. Skaar had listened, trying to quell the jealousy his brother’s awakening had caused. His brother was years older than he; he’d known Fengar would go through ellirsott first. But knowing was different from seeing.

      “You feel it. A Fever all over. In your bones.” Raska’s talons had curled around Fengar’s arm and shook it. “In your body.” She patted his chest. “In your lungs. It’s like drowning in air.”

      Where was the tipping point? Skaar wondered. How much was too much? Before the raid on his pack and Archer’s sigil, seething in the Aether had been as natural as breathing. But now…now his bones burned but still felt empty. His muscles tingled but still they ached. His lungs…truth be told he couldn’t tell. Not with a smashed nose and winded air sacks.

      A fresh surge of power swept into his bones. Skaar grunted and doubled over, sucking in a breath until the heat subsided.

      No sense swimming against the current. Another piece of brotherly wisdom from long ago. Time to find shelter and wait out whatever came next. And pray to Reythr for the strength to control it.

      Skaar eased onto his feet. His vision swayed, his sight of Terresmir’s physical plain and the Otherworld blurring into one another. Not good. He stumbled off, pushing through underbrush, heading for the tantalizing peaks in the distance.

      A hook closed around his spine.

      Or that was what it felt like. It dug deep into his navel, seizing him mid-step. His lungs emptied, mind blanked, arms flopped to his sides as something inside him pinched. Hard. Before he could blink, he was three steps back down the trail, feathers on end.

      What in—

      He took a tentative step forward, then another. The pinching grew in his chest, like a string winding tight around his sternum. Another step. The magic pulled taut, seared through his muscles. In his mind, his hugrokar unfurled; empathic mind magic waking and roaring at him to turn back. Skaar staggered to his knees. One shaky breath. Then two.

      What in Reythr’s name had that been? His found his talisman and squeezed. The rough quartz dug into the scaled pad of his palm and he curled his fingers around it, the familiar weight and shape calming in its way. Breathe, you’re fine. See? The clench along his spine relaxed.

      He eased forward, testing the trail again. Tension rose in his bones and the empathic link flared, buzzing inside his skull like a bee swarm.

      As if warning him he was too far from a pack.

      He snorted and pulled back. Impossible. I would have felt them. To prove it, he turned and blundered off the trail, shoving branches and bracken aside. In five strides, the iron grip seized his muscles and stopped him dead. He strained against it, gaining another half step before his legs locked with an unpleasant pull on the Aether inside him. Skaar backed up, the first traces of panic returning.

      No rarkyn—no pack—had hugrokar this strong.

      He stood still, mind churning. His people’s empathic magic was supposed to keep them together in the Otherworld, help fortify their minds against the raw power of the Aether. The Otherworld was a dangerous place after all. Flesh eating ginndir were only the start of what lurked in its depths. That’s why hugrokar overlapped their senses, mind bolstering mind, ready to respond together as one to the slightest stirring from the Deep.

      But a rarkyn could ignore the link’s warning pull if a hunt required it or if they joined another pack. Hugrokar had never physically stopped anyone. Ever.

      Skaar leaned into the sensation. The mind magic fuzzed in his brain, snagged the Aether in his bones and locked him still. Teeth on edge, he pulled away again and glanced at his feet, just to be sure there wasn’t a set of galdar runes scratched in the earth, barring his way.

      No runes.

      His snarl split the still morning. How am I supposed to get to the mountains with this? He paced back and forth, testing and retesting. The same every time.

      It made no sense. The empathic link barred his way more effectively than a solid wall. Something was different—no, something was wrong.

      It was all wrong.

      Could it be this was not hugrokar at all?

      Archer’s face, scarred and red-tinted eyes, flitted across his mind. Had he done something?

      A chill trickled down Skaar’s back. No, Archer had been buried under a couple tons of earth. He was dead, his accursed human galdar magic undone.

      But if anyone could survive that, it would be that bastard.

      Skaar pushed the thought away. No, he’s gone. Fear rippled through his gut. Wasn’t he?

      Again, he reached his mind out, searching for one of his own—for the clasp of another hugrokar meeting his and that elusive pull as he was brought into the fold. An ache rose inside him, longing turning his throat tight. What he wouldn’t give to feel other rarkyn minds wink to life against his senses, like stars coming out one by one to fill an empty sky. Skaar’s hugrokar twitched, the mind magic flexing out without his thinking, searching the surroundings for the empathic bond to a pack long gone.

      Emptiness echoed back. His sky remained void and dark.

      Skaar closed his eyes, pushing disappointment down. Focus. If no pack, what then? Think. Had years of wearing the sigil deadened his senses? Had it sapped his innate ability to recognize the presence of his own kind? Panic wormed into his gut. Had his mind snapped somewhere in those long years under Archer’s spell without him even knowing it?

      A grumble from his stomach interrupted his thoughts. Soon, he promised and ran his talons through his crest. And sleep. Once he found a way to put more space between him and the human settlements, he’d lie down under the trees and—

      Something twanged at the back of his mind. Skaar froze, feather’s quivering. Something, someone, in his hugrokar was there. Small and very, very faint, and on the outmost limit of his reach: another presence. He stretched his magic towards it, narrowing his focus as if squinting to make out a far-off figure on the horizon. The presence winked in and out, one moment there, the next gone. Stopping and then starting once more, flickering like an ember in the breeze.

      Like a kit. Skaar focused again. Exactly like a kit. One going through ellirsott. But a kit going through the growing sickness here, of all places?

      “Reythr damn.” He turned in the direction he sensed it. If it had no pack, if no one stabilized the Aether as it worked through the kit for the first time, the magic could burn them up and… His feathers bristled, and a shiver rippled over him.

      …And tear a hole to the Otherworld.

      The kit would fall into the Aether’s current and be swept away. Alone, without the protection of a pack’s hugrokar, it would be at the Otherworld’s mercy.

      And you already know how that plays out.

      Shadows leered out of Skaar’s memories. He didn’t remember much apart from the feeling of it. Fear and darkness, darkness and fear. No, he couldn’t let that happen. Not to another kit.

      He stretched out his hugrokar, skirting his mind closer, enough to let the kit detect him. No response. Its hugrokar flickered again, stronger, weaker, stronger, but it did not reach for him. Was it hurt?

      Skaar hesitated and gave the kit a tentative nudge, the slightest brush of his hugrokar against the kit’s, a long-distance equivalent of a tap on the shoulder. Nothing. Odd. He prodded, harder this time, a jab at the edge of its mind to get its attention.

      The kit’s hugrokar flared, rounding on him with the speed of a stoat, claws of power sinking in and tangling with his own. Heat from a campfire hit Skaar in the face. Dry leaves, smoke and herbs cloyed in his throat along with something else he was far too familiar with. Human.

      A scream blasted through the air, into his head.

      Skaar wrenched his mind away, spitting curses. The forest snapped back, grass damp under his talons, the stink of smoke and coals still raw in his throat. What in Reythr’s name was that? That had never happened before. He had meant to nudge the presence, not slip right into them.

      Unease settled into his stomach as if he’d swallowed a rock. He’d smelt human. Was the kit captive?

      He chewed a talon and paced. Fear amplified hugrokar, he knew that well, and the kit could be Aether-turned, a sigra—one fated to be eaten by the Aether. Like him. The thought turned Skaar’s feathers on end. Sometimes the changes the Otherworld wrought on a sigra went beyond physical things like a pale eye. Sometimes it turned their magic too, usually killing them in the process. If this kit had survived…that might, might, account for the unusual strength of its hugrokar.

      Skaar gazed into his palms, tough pads of scaled skin, talons black and sharp, feathers on his long fingers still flecked with his and the girl’s blood. Did the kit’s mind affect him more because he was also turned? Was that what trapped him here? He shivered. There were too many unknows.

      At any rate, he couldn’t break free. The thought chaffed like Archer’s sigil. Skaar spat out a curse. No choice. He would have to fetch the kit. Snaffle it away from its captors and take it with him.

      I must be mad. Trilling mad. To the abyss and back mad. With one last look at the Northern peaks, he gathered his strength, spied the gap in the canopy and spread his wings. He rose into the morning sun.

      Unluck, unluck, what fate does fortune play?

      A memory of kits chanting the words at him filled his head. Skaar swallowed a hiss. He wasn’t dead yet. A prickle of heat washed down his spine, seethed into his muscles. The Aether again. Not as bad as before.

      Was fortune who left you,

      Pale and broken,

      A feast for the Aether to pray.

      Damn that song.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Teeth. White, flashing canines. A growl that juddered into her bones. Gurgling, and a sword lifting high, swinging, down, down, into her father’s chest with the finality of steel.

      Screaming.

      The shriek welled in Lyss’ throat, jolting her from the nightmare. A rough hand gripped her shoulder, shaking.

      “It’s over Lyss, it’s over.” Iga pushed the hair off Lyss’ face, wiping the sweat from her forehead with a cool cloth.

      Lyss heaved a breath, then another, but it wasn’t enough. Her head turned light, her vision dotted with black. Panic burst inside her again, flushing cold through her chest, careening her heart into her ribs as if they were a door it was trying to break down. She shoved Iga’s hands away and sat up.

      “I can’t––” She clutched her chest, tried to suck in another breath, but the tightness in her throat grew worse.

      Iga’s face loomed close. “Calm,” her mentor instructed. She took Lyss’ uninjured wrist and squeezed. “Concentrate here,” she said, tightening her hold. “Breathe, slowly. It will pass.”

      Lyss nodded, did at she said. She focused on Iga’s fingers, the pressure of them around her wrist, power of their grip—surprising that. Her heart eased and the dark spots faded; the cool dim of pre-dawn returned, and her aches woke with a vengeance. She forced down bile. Her thoughts felt fuzzy, worse than the time she and Darrin had discovered Wellan’s hidden store of chara.

      Iga held out her wet cloth. Lyss took it and rubbed it over her face with a groan. Cool seeped into her hot cheeks, easing her pounding temples. At the back of her mind, something, a pressure of sorts, pressed into her; a finger—no talon—digging at her thoughts, burrowing in like worm to eat her mind from the inside out. Her heart thudded into the back of her throat. No, you kratting don’t. She rounded on the sensation and shoved, just as she might push her pool of Aether at a set of runes. Skat!

      Pain twanged behind her temples. Lyss winced, caught a faint yelp, a flash of confusion, and the pressure jerked away. She sank into her covers, hands shaking, and wiped her forehead with the cloth again. Gods and ginndir, it was real. The pact, the rarkyn, all of it. Until now she’d held some small hope Iga had been mistaken. Maybe, just this once, the mancer had got it wrong.

      She hadn’t.

      Gods damn her. Hot anger burned in Lyss for a heartbeat before reason sank in. Iga wasn’t to blame for diagnosing the problem. No, this mess was the rarkyn’s fault. It had worked its strange, aetherling magic on her. Turned her into its tool, its plaything. Hairs prickled on her arms and Lyss clenched her fists, an old anger stirring in her belly. Let it try.

      “Here.” Iga pushed a steaming cup of vile-smelling water into her hands. “Drink.”

      “What is it?”

      “Tea. To keep your wits sharp.”

      Of course, because when dealing with the Aether, one couldn’t afford to be distracted, one of Iga’s first teachings. The mancer drank tea almost as much as she smoked.

      Lyss’ gaze dropped to the runes marked on her wrist. Months Iga had said. She shut her eyes, blotting out the smarokk moving about in the corners of the tent and sipped. Her throat closed the moment the scalding water touched her lips. All that training; months—years—of planning, searching for a mentor who would take her. Hundreds of hours hunched over Iga’s books trying over and over to work the runes. All for nothing. Just like that.

      Madness was all that lay in her future. In a few months she’d be nothing but an empty husk. An echo; a shadow; nothing. Fa’s killers would get away. She would never reach the Order. Never put right what was done to him. To her.

      She squeezed the teacup, half expecting to hear it crack in her bandaged hands. Sepp damn it. She forced another sip. Bitterness washed down her throat, not all of it tea. A couple of months and it would be over.

      Then stop wallowing in pity and go. The thought came unbidden, surprising her with its intensity. If this was her end, why not go out with her sword in the gut of Fa’s murderers? What had Fa once said? Nothing is more dangerous than an adversary with nothing to lose. She straightened, chin rising. Nothing to lose. That was the way it had to be now. The only way it could be. A smirk twisted her top lip. She’d do it.

      Darrin’s face flitted through her head, a lazy grin and quirking eyebrow crossing his features. That look meant trouble, she’d known it from their first meeting. Lyss’ resolve wavered. To leave so suddenly. One day here, the next gone.

      Face it, it’s not like you ever intended to stay.

      Even so, she had thought she’d have more time to say goodbye. Lyss looked down into her tea. Hard eyes stared back, accusing. You promised.

      She cast inwards for her rage and stoked it. Blood thick on the cobbled road, Order soldiers laughing over her father’s corpse, the thuds of their boots turning his broken body blue. Her scar twinged under her nightshirt. Yes, she’d promised. They would pay. Infiltrating the Rose Brigade had been the long play, to take them down from within, slow and insidious, as they deserved. Now, she’d have to expedite her plan. She’d find them in the capital, hunt them down one by one like the monsters they were and—

      “I will gather your things.”

      Lyss started, visions of skulking down dark streets after her quarry evaporating like a dream. She blinked. “What?”

      The mancer sighed. “You are in a blood pact with a rarkyn. You cannot stay here.”

      Lyss stared. Had she heard wrong? It was one thing to decide to strike out on her own, but to be—“You’re kicking me out?” The words came out in a garble.

      “The pact will draw the rarkyn to you, and you to it. You were lucky to escape your first encounter alive.” Iga’s gnarled hand rested on Lyss’ bandages. “The Eder is no place for a rarkyn, or for someone bound to it.”

      Iga’s voice was low and soft, as if trying to ease bad news to a child. Instead, her words smarted, and Lyss found herself gaping. Was Iga so keen to be rid of her? Was she that much of a burden?

      So much for your sword is always welcome. The thought rose inside her like a sneer and Lyss beat it down. Iga clasped Lyss’ bruised hands and gave them a small squeeze. “I am asking you to go before anyone else gets hurt,” she said.

      Lyss jerked free. “You want me gone. Before I go mad.” Fresh anger simmered inside her, burning with something else that crept up her throat and turned her eyes hot. She threw off her blankets, shoved her feet into her cold boots and stood, then snatched up her coat and tugged it over her nightclothes. In three strides she was at the edge of Iga’s galdar ward, the glyph of one rune point under her soles. Blow Iga, blow the lot of them. She stepped over the threshold, noting the odd pressure under her feet as she did, but too angry to care. She ripped open the canvas door—

      “Lyss, wait,” Iga’s voice snapped across the tent like a whip. A command, not a request. Despite her anger, Lyss fell still, suddenly unsure. Iga didn’t use a tone like that for no reason. And Iga always had a reason. She released the canvas and turned.

      “What?” She almost cringed at the venom her voice carried. Why did that bother her? Iga was the one throwing her out. If the mancer noticed, she ignored it.

      “We will give you a horse, and enough provisions to get to Bardas Post,” Iga said. “From there, you can make your way to Illredus.”

      Lyss glared. “That’s supposed to comfort me while I gradually lose my—” she stopped, heart flip-flopping in her chest. “You said Illredus?” Did Iga know her plans? Impossible, she’d never told anyone. Apart from Darrin, and he wouldn’t betray her.

      “Aye, Illredus.” The mancer nodded. “To find a cure.”

      “But you said no one could help me.”

      “I have not been to the capital in many, many years. Times change. Discoveries made. Perhaps you’ll find someone who can break the pact before it’s too late. I have an old contact there. I will write you a letter of introduction.”

      “Then you think,” Lyss stilled, hardly daring to hope, “there’s a chance?”

      “If there is, Illredus is where you will find it.”

      A chance of finding a chance is better than no chance at all. If not, well, there was always those dark streets and a quarry who needed to know the bite of her sword. She squared her shoulders. Yes, she would head to Illredus, the City of Mancers. Seat of the Order and Empire. She wouldn’t go because she was told to, but because she wanted to.

      “How soon can you have a horse ready?” she asked. A trip to Illredus was a two-month journey at best. With winter on the doorstep, perhaps even longer. Lyss rubbed the runes on her wrist; they tingled under her touch. That cut it fine, very fine indeed.

      “Mid-morning tomorrow,” Iga said.

      Lyss nodded absently, already plotting the course in her mind. Bardas Post first, then join the King’s Road down to the plains. From there it was a straight road to Illredus. Mind made up, she returned to her bedside, doing her best to hide the wobble in her legs. She pulled her coat and nightshirt off and slipped a fresh tunic over her head, easing it past her bandaged hands. Woolen leggings followed, then Fa’s sword belted over the top. It took a moment to work the buckle, but dexterity had returned to her fingers overnight. Her hands no longer throbbed like before either, in fact, she paused, they didn’t hurt at all.

      Frowning, she turned her back on Iga and pinched the dressing on her left hand, enough to lift it free to peek at the raw wounds underneath. Her stomach dropped. Gods and ginndir.

      Her hand was healed—or near as to it. Bruised yes, but the torn flesh had scabbed almost whole, the shallowest cuts fine white scars.

      Sepp damn. Had Iga slipped something in her tea? Done a casting over her as she slept? There was no way…she couldn’t have. Galdar healing took days, not hours. Galdar couldn’t do this. But rarkyn magic might. Unease prickled across her neck and she pulled her fingers away. She’d seen enough.

      “Is something wrong?” Iga watched her from across the hut.

      “No, nothing.” Lyss pushed the bandaging down and smoothed her tunic sleeves over it. The mancer’s eyes narrowed, detecting the lie, but she pried no further.

      “I’m going to collect my gear,” Lyss said. Another lie. Everything she owned was in her trunk. But she needed air, a piss, and something stronger than tea—Wellan’s store of chara might suffice. Lyss smirked. A last “fuck you” to the Bladekeeper. Oh yes, she’d take great pleasure in that.

      “Don’t go far,” Iga warned. “The rarkyn is still out there.”

      Lyss patted her sword. “I’m ready for round two.” She hoped she sounded more confident than she felt.

      Her bravado evidently worked because Iga scowled, lips pursing and forehead knotting into ridges like the contours of a map. “I mean it Lyss. Remember your lessons. Don’t underestimate—”

      “The Aether, I know.” She supposed aetherlings fell under that rule. “Seriously Iga, I’m not going looking for it. What do you take me for?”

      Her mentor’s answering silence said everything.
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        * * *

      

      “Iga says you’re leaving.” Darrin sank down next to her at the edge of Wellan’s training ground.

      Lyss stared out at the Eder boys sparing in the practice rings: white paint marked out on the browning grass. Sweat hung heavy in the air. Where most Eder women wrinkled their noses here, Lyss basked in it. Sweat and steel. This was her place. Not the smoke and sulfur of a galdar filled tent. She took a swig from the flask she’d relieved from Wellan’s not-so-secret stash. “Yeah.”

      “Little early to be on the drink, isn’t it?”

      “It’s been a long day.”

      “It’s barely past noon.”

      “Like I said, long day.” Lyss held up the flask, sloshed it, and offered it to Darrin. Her friend grinned, took the bottle and gulped a mouthful. “Shouldn’t you be training with the others?” She motioned to the grounds and the boys trading blows within it.

      “I can afford to miss a session. Besides, Hane’s using my training sword.” He pointed to the skinny figure sparring against another boy his age on the far side of the grounds, next to the Bladekeeper’s hut. The Bladekeeper in question watched their fight, glowering.

      Lyss grimaced. Hane waved his sword around as if wielding a broom at a flock of crows. Hopeless as ever. She wondered if Hane thought the same about her every time he watched her try to work galdar.

      Darrin followed her gaze and sighed. “I don’t know why he persists at it.”

      Lyss smirked. “I do.”

      “You do?” Darrin frowned.

      She turned on him. “You’re really going to make me say it?” At his expectant silence, she rolled her eyes. “God and ginndir, Darrin, Hane idolizes you.”

      She thought he might argue, deny it straight away, and for a heartbeat he seemed to consider it. His gaze fell back on his brother as the boy lunged at his opponent, overreached and caught a wooden training sword in the gut for his troubles. Darrin’s frown deepened.

      “What about Grandmere’s lessons?” he asked.

      Lyss snorted. “He doesn’t even need to try. Always gets it the first time.” Damn him. She sighed. “The word prodigy comes to mind.”

      “I meant you. What about your galdar lessons?”

      Lyss pulled at the sleeves of her tunic. “I’m quitting. Have quit. This morning actually.”

      Darrin stared at her. “I thought you were making progress.”

      “Sure, progress in the theory,” Lyss tapped her head. “But all the theory in the Empire is no use if you can’t wield so much as a single rune. And I can’t.”

      Silence as Darrin processed. “So, when are you leaving?” he asked at last, voice soft and low. He was still as air before a storm. Nothing of him moved, but for his eyes as they met hers.

      Lyss shifted, not liking the weight of his gaze. She opened her mouth and hesitated, fighting the chara-induced fog in her head that, until minutes ago, had been a pleasant buzz. Now she felt slow and dull witted, and not at all ready for this conversation. Sepp’s balls, just spit it out. She took a breath. “Tomorrow,” she said, hating how small her voice sounded and the way her stomach twisted.

      “It’s nearly winter, where will you go?”

      “To Illredus.”

      Darrin stiffened. Lyss sensed it as much as saw it—something in the way his shoulders tensed, how his jaw clenched. “Tell me this isn’t about what happened yesterday.”

      “It’s about what happened yesterday.”

      Darrin cussed under his breath. “Lyss, I’m sorry. I know Grandmere was angry at Hane and I.” He ran a hand through his white hair, fidgeted, swore again. “But I never thought she’d take it out on you. I’ll talk to her tonight, I will. I’ll make it right. If anyone should be punished, it’s—”

      “This is not something words can fix!” It came out harder than she intended. Lyss took a breath. “Iga didn’t throw me out. Well, she did, but I’d already made up my mind to go.”

      Confusion flicked over Darrin’s features, the thin knotwork tattoo on his forehead shifting and moving like shadows in firelight. Like smarokk. She punched the thought away and swallowed, tongue thick in her mouth. Damn chara. “I’m going after him,” she said.

      Darrin stilled beside her. “I thought you needed, you know,” he hesitated as if worried he might be prodding a raw wound, “galdar to get into the Rose. They’re the Order’s elite. Swordplay, no matter how good, isn’t enough.”

      Lyss forced a laugh. “I’m not joining the Rose. I’m going straight for the throat. The man himself.”

      Darrin gawked at her, brown eyes searching her face, as if waiting for her to grin and call out the joke. She didn’t, and his expression darkened.

      “Don’t be daft, Lyss,” he said. “That’s suicide.”

      Lyss squared her jaw and met his gaze with a fierce one of her own. Her friend’s face slackened as he realized she was serious.

      “Gods and ginndir, think it though Lyss! They’re the best soldiers the Empire has. You can’t.” He folded his arms. “I won’t let you do it.”

      “You can’t stop me Darrin.” She sighed and let her voice turn softer. “I’m telling you because you’re my friend. Not because I need you to talk me out of it.”

      Darrin threw his hands up in the air. “This is madness Lyss, surely you see that.”

      Madness, ha, good one. Just wait a couple months.

      At the thought, her gut clenched, panic lancing through her limbs. Her throat turned tight; the air hard to breathe. Lyss coughed, sucked in one lungful, then another, and fought off the rising horror. Calm down. You’re still you. The thought didn’t help.

      A warm hand brushed her elbow. “Are you all right?” Darrin leaned over, peering into her face, concern all over his features. Lyss suddenly wished she was anywhere else but next to him. Heat rose in her cheeks. She was a student of the sword, damn it, not some queasy ninny. Get it together. She forced a deep breath, then another. Her heart eased; the air lightened. She coughed again. Quivering like a frightened farm girl. She’d sworn never to do that again. Never.

      Darrin gave her back an awkward pat. She pushed him off. “I’m fine,” she said, and scowled, recalling his last comment that had set the panic off. “I’m going. You can’t stop me.”

      Darrin answered her scowl with one of his own. “What’s the plan then? Barge into their barracks like a tarsie bull? I’m sure that will end well.”

      “I hadn’t really thought,” Lyss admitted. She shrugged. “I’ll come up with something.” She had a hundred other things to think through first. Namely, how to lure the rarkyn out and get it to follow her across the Empire.

      But one step at a time.

      Darrin let out an exasperated curse. “But why? You have something good here. You might not be Iga’s acolyte, but you don’t have to leave. You could join the Bladekeepers.”

      Wellan would never take me, even if I could stay, Lyss thought but didn’t say. She shook her head. “I’ve got nothing else left.”

      Darrin swallowed. His gaze dropped to his hands, and he clasped and re-clasped them in his lap. “You have brothers here, if you wanted.” His mouth cracked into a grin. “And a cranky old grandmere.”

      Lyss snorted. “You forgot chain smoking and tea-addicted.”

      “Oh yes, those too.”

      Quiet settled between them like snowfall, soft and still. Lyss stared into the trees. Growing up, she’d wondered what having a sibling was like. It had always been just Fa and her. Now, after two years with the Eder, she had an inkling. Infuriating, the both of them, what with Hane’s infernal galdar talent showing her up at every turn and Darrin’s position in the Bladekeepers. Gods, she’d been so mad after he’d been asked to join. All those months spent trying to convince Wellan to let her attend the trainings, only to have him turn around and invite Darrin instead.

      Despite all that, Darrin and Hane had never been far from her side. When she was with them, she could forget for a while, let the memories recede. In two years, her heart had begun to beat again, even if it was a dull, hollowed out drumming.

      But it wasn’t enough. Not to sate the rage that simmered inside her. Lyss steeled her will and spoke.

      “The rarkyn did something to me.”

      Darrin’s head snapped up, then down at her bandaged wrist.

      “More than this,” Lyss said, squeezing her injured hand. “It’s magic,” she paused not sure the best way to explain it, “got into me. It wasn’t Hane’s fault—” she added when Darrin’s gaze flashed to his brother across the training grounds. “I don’t know how it happened.”

      “But it has,” Darrin prompted.

      “It’s dangerous magic. Iga thinks if I go to Illredus, I might find someone to cure it.”

      Darrin’s expression brightened, and Lyss was reminded vividly of Hane. They were so much alike. Two branches from the same tree. Only, where Hane saw roses, Darrin saw thorns. He knew how cruel the world could be. But every now and then, he surprised her. Like now. A smile quirked his lips. “I’ll come with you.”

      Lyss stiffened. Gods, the thought of losing herself with him watching… She couldn’t let him see that.

      “No.”

      Darrin opened his mouth and she cut him off.

      “There’s no knowing if I’ll find a cure,” she said. “And if not, well, it’s like I said, I have nothing to lose.”

      Darrin stared at her as if she’d slapped him. “You mean,” he started, “it’ll kill you?”

      Lyss shifted, a fresh blade of fear pricking in her belly. Don’t think about it. “As good as kill…”

      At the edge of her thoughts, her awareness twisted. Red-silver eyes turned on her. Her words failed, snared in mid-air as she felt the rarkyn’s attention fix and stay. Lyss’ breath caught in her throat. She could sense it. Sense the magic thrumming through it. And it could sense her. Fear’s blade stabbed into her stomach and sawed.

      “Lyss?”

      Darrin’s face loomed at her. Lyss’ hand shot out, grabbed his arm, her nails digging into his skin. “Get Iga.” She rose, pulling him to his feet with her. “Now.”

      Her friend studied her, worry turning his face tight. He looked as if he wanted to ask something, to argue perhaps. “Lyss—”

      “It’s close.”

      His face fell. Understanding.

      Before someone else gets hurt. Iga’s words came to her, along with the memory of Hane helplessly trying to fight off the rarkyn in the ward. That could be any one of them, even Darrin. Her lungs constricted. Especially Darrin, if he stayed. She spun on him. Somewhere above, she sensed the rarkyn closing in, wind in its feathers.

      “Go, run, tell Iga to ward the camp.” When he hesitated, she shoved him, panic rising into her voice. “Go!”

      Darrin lingered a heartbeat longer, then nodded, turned and ran.

      Lyss swallowed, thinking fast. Draw it away. Distract it until Iga sets a ward. She unsheathed the blade on her belt. A faint ring to the ear and whiff of oil came out with it. She put the training rings behind her and crept beyond the tents. The trees were menacing, towering upwards over her head in utter silence. A predator was about, the forest knew. She closed her eyes, listening for the swish of wings, the crack of branches snapping if it landed. The pressure at the edge of her thoughts twitched, then pulled, as if tugging a cord attached to her. That way. She knew it as sure as she knew her own hands.

      Fingers white around her sword grip, she pushed further into the trees. Gnarled branches blotted out the sky, their giant interlocking branches caging her against the earth. Grounded. Trapped. The sight of them set her heart thumping. She sucked in a breath. Not trapped. The ground was exactly where she wanted to be.

      Wading through the ferns, she held her sword high and at the ready. Let the rarkyn see it and know she was armed. This encounter would not be like the last.

      The pressure in her head cut off, stilling to nothing. It was here, and it knew she was too. She cleared her throat, opened her mouth.

      “Hello?” Her voice rose as a whisper. A far cry from striking fear into the heart of the enemy. She blew through her cheeks, mustered her nerve and barked: “Come out!”

      Silence.

      Lyss stole forward, brushing past ferns and scrub. “You can hear me, can’t you?” She peered back at the path she’d taken. No sight of camp. Good. But that meant she was on her own. Fuck. She adjusted her hold on her blade. Focus. She snapped her attention ahead—and her heart hit the roof of her mouth.

      She hadn’t seen, hadn’t heard it move. Was it possible for it to just materialize out of thin air?

      The rarkyn looked far from happy. Its ears were flat against its skull. Mismatched eyes glaring.

      Lyss swallowed and gripped her sword tight.
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