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Chapter 1
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THE FIRELIGHT DANCED below me, casting frolicking wraiths on the trunks of the trees and the men’s bodies. Their faces cast in darkness, eyes glinting like bits of steel. I watched them. Hidden in a screen of leaves, I stood on the branch and observed them through the eyes of the wolf’s skull that covered the top half of my face, fingers willing and waiting on my bow and ready arrow.

At the edge of their camp, the horses lipped at saplings, stripping their leaves. A crunch of leaf underfoot. My hands twitched on the bow as another man walked into the camp from beside the beasts, tightening the laces of his breeches.

“Too much ale,” he said, voice carrying the Caesian accent that still haunted my nightmares. The other men laughed as he settled in beside the flames.

“Don’t drink too much,” said another, downing his own mug. “Got tree-swingers yet to find.”

The first snorted. “Ain’t seen none in months. What makes you think we’re going to find any at all?”

“Coin says we got to. I’m not going back to Stark empty-handed.”

They had wrapped their horses’ hooves in felt to muffle their steps. A few men fingered talismans that hung around their necks on leather thongs, little nothings blessed by their priests. Useless baubles meant to protect or conceal. 

“The priest cast runes for us. He said we’d find what we hunted.”

“Best to do it soon.” The man leaned back on his elbows, waggling a piece of pine needle in his teeth. “Almost to the north sea, we are — smack in the middle of anthelai territory. That we haven’t seen sign, that’s ill boding. Maybe they’re all dead, finally.”

Another gnawed the bones of a hare, sucking at the marrow. “Gods be praised, were it so, but none too likely. Things breed like rabbits, don’t they? That’s what I’ve heard.”

I had done my hair in braids, tired of it hanging in my face, weaving bits of bone or feather or stone in as I pleased. I was a wild thing, a beast. My ears left uncovered, exposed, showing me as a demon halfblood. My tunic and breeches and boots, worn and stained with three years of hard living in the forest, concealed me in the dappled gloom. A wolf skin, from the same that had supplied the skull, wrapped around my waist, keeping the fraying leather of my belt from rubbing against the rough fabric of my breeches. Only my silver armlet, battered and scratched, caught any light. I stood tall and stepped out on the branch, clearly visible to any who chose to glance upward. None did, of course. Cardeai never looked up.

“Maybe we find a doxy, yeah?” said the first. “A nice plump one.”

“And chance making a halfblood?” One shivered, gripped his talisman, and spat into the flames. “You’re a damned fool.”

“Won’t live long enough to birth the thing, will it?” He touched the blade across his knees, teeth glinting in the firelight as he grinned. 

“None of that,” said the one who seemed most like the leader. “Stark’ll have our heads if you bring back disease.”

With a scoff, the other said, “He won’t know, will he? Unless he’s told.”

“You’re a fool if you think a rich man don’t have a long arm and listening ears.”

“Shut up! I’d like to get some sleep afore the hunt. Talking scares the anthelai away,” said another.

I heard enough. Looking down through the wolf skull’s eyes, I held the bow loose, feeling the weight of a long knife and dagger on my belt. These cardeai came to raid, to hunt, to kill.

They were not the only ones.

“You are too late,” I said, clear and cold and soft. The men startled like wild hares, turning shocked and terrified stares upward. “The anthelai are gone.” Raising the bow, I let the arrow fly, skewering the lecherous one through the eye. The others scrambled to life, snatching up their weapons, but I pinned two more to the fireside before they gained their feet.

A spear stuck quivering in the trunk by my shoulder. Taking a step back, I dropped off the limb, lighting easily on my toes, sending another arrow as I landed to catch the spear-thrower through the throat. Again, again, and again, dodging and stepping and evading all in silence. It unnerved them, the men; they bellowed and roared and screamed.

After the last arrow flew, I cast the bow aside and drew my long knife, gliding forward through the fire-touched gloom, then ducked under the thrust of the last and drove the blade up under the length of his chain-mail shirt to spill his guts in the dirt.

“Who?” he gasped, blood running from his lips. “What—?”

“The anthelai are gone,” I said again. “Only I remain.”

I never left survivors.

After he died, I stripped everything useful from his body and the rest of the corpses, tossing it all into a leather sack I had acquired during a previous confrontation. All except the talismans. I turned one over in my fingers, deciphering the markings carved on the small wooden emblem. A symbol of Énas. My lip curled. Fitting then that a halfblood had killed them, a gatekeeper of the Plains of Centura—the realm of the dark god Énas. I tossed all the talismans in the flames.

The horses snorted and stamped their hooves as I approached. I patted one’s powerful neck, and it calmed at my touch. Removing their tethers, I set them free, adding more animals to the herd that roamed the mountainous forests which had become my home. With the bag in hand, I returned to the fireside to eat the remainder of the men’s dinner: a hare, a few roasted tubers, and a crushed sweetroll stuffed deep into a pocket.

Afterwards, I doused the flames with the water the men had brought and covered the ashes with dirt. I left the bodies where they fell, having neither the means nor the inclination to bury them. The animals would take their share and the forest would claim the remainder. I did not care.

The moonlight guided me through a narrow pass, the sounds of the wood at my heels, as I returned to the cave where I lived. Not a deep cavern, but more like a hollow scooped from a hillside. The overhang protected me from rain and snow and the blistering sun, with thick needle-heavy branches propped along the ledge to keep out the wind. Strings of fish, hare, and squirrel had dried over low fires, now draped along the stone at the rear of the hollow. A little stream coiled at the base of the hill, filled with rushes and cattails and croaking frogs.

I pushed through the slight opening in the branches that served as a door, dropped my bag beside the ashes of my own dead fire, and removed the skull from my head. Its dark sockets seemed to stare back at me, laughing, taunting, accusing. I remembered killing the wolf in my first year alone, a necessary thing. I recalled the voice that had whispered in my mind — Tylidae, Nightingale, Thunderheart, what more can you be? — and it had not been my own voice at all.

“I think I have gone mad,” I told the wolf skull. I half-feared it would answer, but it regarded me in silence, with cold emptiness. Setting the skull aside in its little alcove in the cave wall, next to the small wooden wolf Nyx had carved for me, I emptied my haul into my lap. Bits of rope and string, vials containing tinctures and dry teas, a few handfuls of coin, a woman’s silver ring, fishhooks, arrowheads, some little knives and buttons and scraps of cloth. I picked through the bag, setting the immediately useful items with their like from similar hauls.

A ragged piece of woven cloth caught my eye. I had intended to use it to patch a hole in the knee of my breeches, but the inked words gave me pause. I had plucked it from the leaders’ pocket. It was only a portion of the script, but I could read a few words: None returned. Again. Bounty increasing... who brings in an anthela alive... Pit wagers... Domnic Stark, Corvain to pay... Prisoners otherwise...

I made a little humming noise, almost intrigued, and set the scrap aside. In the three years of my exile, I had not seen a single anthela, either in the hinterlands or out. I doubted any cardeai had seen them either. The anthelai had gone overseas, to a place I had brought to their attention, and I hoped they finally lived without the threat of raid and murder. I had lost myself, having been abandoned by those I had saved, and took it upon myself to become the beast everyone had always thought me to be.

What more can you be?

I shivered at the thought, the voiceless tendril caressing the corner of my mind.

You want this existence to end? Give in, give up.

“Shut up.” I took a piece of meat and gnawed at it, tired of the hated voice that prodded me. 

At the end, before they left, Nyx said he loved you, that he wanted more for you than loneliness and fear. This hermitage is how you repay him?

Rising with a lunge, I snatched the pot of tea simmering on the coals and drank from it, heedless of the scalding heat. The faint taste of valerian, skullcap, and lavender washed over my burnt tongue before spreading warmth through my bones. “Shut up,” I said again, lowering the pot full of sleep-inducing herbs, cradling the clay between my cold fingers.

Despite the effort, I still woke sweating and breathless, legs trapped in the folds of the furs that served as my bed. I pressed my dirty hands hard against my closed eyes, willing my heart to calm, trying to force the memories of the nightmare to fade.

Again and again, the rukh devoured me, tore me apart like a doll. Again and again, Nichil morphed into a younger version of himself, with Caspon standing at his side, the beryl on its leather collar shining in his palm. My heartbeat thundered in my head like the haunted howling of the bull-roarer. I breathed in through my mouth, deep lung-stretching gulps of air, thankful at least that this time I had not awoken to my screams echoing in the confines of the cave.

Something had to change. Living alone in the forest did me no favors. Trapped, isolated, lonesome, my memories ate at me, twisting and churning and clawing. Turning my face into the wolf fur under my head, I squeezed my eyes shut, refusing to let the tears fall.

Sitting up, I stirred at the coals, peering through the wall of evergreen boughs. The dark sky beyond had faded with the first pinkish light of morning. Birds fluttered in the trees, peeping the first notes of their daily songs. I listened, focusing on the sounds of the coming day, and began to pack up my camp. The bits and baubles I had collected went into a pocket of the pack I had hauled with me from Havosiherim. I rolled the furs and my worn extra clothes and shoved them in, along with the teapot and dried meat from the lines. My assortment of herbs I placed into the pouch on my belt, with my weapons alongside it. That was everything. 

Except the wolf skull. My eyes kept sliding toward where it looked at me from its place in the alcove. You would leave me? it seemed to say. Left behind to be forgotten?

Oh yes, I was certain I had gone mad. I plucked the skull up, turned it around, and looked into its angular face. Lenos the wolf-god, stars and steel and night. Starlit Blade, my name; the wolves followed me, sniffing at my heels. Was it her voice that spoke in my head? Was that thought as arrogant and blasphemous as it seemed?

What more could you be?

I set the skull atop my head, looked through the dead beast’s empty eyes, and left the cave. Mad, mad, mad. I knocked down the evergreen boughs and scattered them, kicked the cold ashes of my fire over the cavern floor, and toppled the drying racks that once held meat and herbs. When I finished, it appeared as if I had never lived there at all.

The weight of the pack strained my shoulders. I set my left shoulder to the rising sun and left the camp, walking along the little unseen trails my feet had furrowed over time. I walked until the paths vanished, until I entered fresh territory, until the days that passed bled into each other and I lost count.

This cycle had repeated often since my exile. I started, stopped, stagnated—again and again. So tired, so worn. What was the point of existing anymore? My thoughts ate at me, shaved me down to a single sharp point of loathing and despair. I craved an ending. Putting a blade once to my veins had nearly succeeded; so had downing a bitter brew of foxglove and hemlock. But still I lived. No, I had dreamed a delicate voice say as I awoke in misery. Not yet. And so I stopped fighting my agony and endured.

Then, one day, I heard human voices on the breeze once more.

I stopped, stiff with apprehension. Still so far north, buried in the hinterlands, they could only be raiders. Turning my head, I listened, recognizing the sound of felt-wrapped hooves and chain-mail coated with wax and sheep’s grease. No voices. After hiding my pack underneath a rotting log, I took to the trees, losing myself in the cover of leaves.

Only four this time, probably scouts instead of a raiding party. But still so unprepared. I killed the first from behind, sending an arrow through his spine, and the second followed within a heartbeat. The third stood frozen, then scrambled in the dirt as I dropped again to the forest floor. His fingers clawed at the ground, nails black, twisting and fumbling with the knife at his waist. I speared him with my long knife, left him choking on his blood as I stepped toward the last. 

“Why do you keep hunting?” I asked. Let me be all-seeing, all-knowing, and I would strike fear into their hearts.

The last man had not run. He stood beside the horses, holding one’s bridle, but at my words he flinched. He pressed his amulet to his forehead, and it was then I noticed the twisted, scarred holes that remained of his ears.

“You are anthela.” Lowering the knife, I stared at him. I had not seen an anthela in years, and to see one in such a state sickened me.

“No. Yes,” the man said, his gaze heavy on my own exposed ears, lowering the talisman. “I was.” He pressed the charm to his chest. “But you—a halfblood?”

After wiping clean the blade on a dead man’s shirt, I sheathed it. I tried not to care what I looked like, what I had done in front of him. I ignored his question; the answer was obvious. “They believed your disguise, your dead friends?”

“Not friends.” The man shook his head, dragging a hand over the shorn hair of his head. “I was their prisoner.” Whoever had shaved his head had done an ill job of it; jagged scabs still marred his sun-brown flesh. “But yes, it seemed to. They treated me as human.” Dropping the bridle as the horse snorted, the man touched the ruin of his ear and spoke with quiet certainty. “I did it myself. I wanted to—to be free, to be as them. Everyone hates the anthelai. Why should I be afraid? We are not so different from them! Even you.”

“Did you come to raid the anthehomes?” I asked, still as stone, the wolf’s skull atop my own, the ring of bone limned my vision.

I watched as his nostrils flared with sudden surprise, a touch of color draining from his face. “I did not think we would find anyone. No one has seen an anthela in so long.” The talisman swung against his chest on its leather cord as he moved, punctuating his earnest words with gestures. “I had no choice but to come. I am a prisoner.”

I did not know what I wanted to do. Another person in between cardea and anthela—trapped as I was, even though by his own making — was a rare find. Three years I had been alone, except for killing raiders, taunting them, picking through their belongings for a scrap of something useful. Loneliness ate at me, leaving a hollow shell behind. Nyx had wanted more for me than this barren existence. “Untack the horses.”

“What?” He stood frozen, afraid. The sight of his dread made me nauseous.

“Remove everything from the horses. Set them free.” I sighed and pulled the skull from my head, holding it under one arm. “I am not going to kill you.”

“Oh.” His mouth opened and closed as he stared. 

“Was it worth it?” I indicated his ears with a jut of my chin.

He frowned, turned his face away, and began to unsaddle the nearest horse. “Sometimes.”

As he worked, I dragged the corpses into the undergrowth and piled them under a clump of brush after going through their packs and pockets. The same things as usual tumbled free, most of it useless. I pocketed a few coins and scraps, then returned to the anthela. For the past three years, I had wandered aimlessly. All my life had previously had purpose, meaning, intent—but since my exile, nothing mattered but what I had created. To give myself purpose, I had become a demon—but there was no pleasure in it, no drive. If the anthelai had not hidden their tracks by now, then they never would. I had done my part and more.

And what now? Where will you go? Where do you belong?

The thought made me bite back a laugh. I did not even know what belonging meant. Was it a village where I could live openly as a halfblood? A tall tree and a warm bed and a hot bath every night? A friendly face smiling back at me and a comfortable hand on my shoulder? Belonging was everything and it was nothing.

“Where are you from?” I asked, slapping a nearby horse’s rump. It leapt away, hooves pounding on the matted ground, and its fellows followed.

The anthela startled. “Ah, Corvain, most recently. Did you mean before?”

I shrugged a shoulder. The name of an anthehome did not matter. “The anthehomes are gone, so it does not matter. There are no anthelai left in the hinterlands anymore.”

“So he has killed them all, then.” His voice broke, filthy hands clawed at his scalp. “Gods damn it.” Tears shimmered in his eyes, tracked down his worn face.

“Not all dead.” I stepped away, uncomfortable with his grief, discomfited by my tactlessness. I did not trust him enough to tell him where they had gone, only that some remained. “They are gone away from the hinterlands and Caesia, but not all of them are dead.”

“Nhoternis? Has it been raided?”

“I cannot say.” My mind snagged on the anthela’s words: he has killed them. He.

“Damn it! Damn you, you Énas-cursed halfblood.” He hissed vitriol, but his tone held nothing but despair. “Gods take this whole Plains-bound world.”

I felt the weight of the wolf skull on my hip. If I wanted different from this wandering life, I needed to reacquaint myself with civilization. Relearning my manners would needs be the first step. “Come, make us a fire and I will brew some tea.”

The anthela held my clay mug in his hands and sipped the brew. I had forgotten what companionship felt like; this quiet proximity was not what I wanted. I did not trust the man, nor did I desire to befriend one who had traveled north to kill his own kind. A thought twisted in my gut. He had cut off his own ears to be able to travel freely amongst the cardeai. More often than not, he said, the disguise worked. Should I do the same? Was I a coward to admit the idea disgusted and terrified me? A headband could always be removed; a body part would never grow back. Scars lasted forever—I had enough to know that. Such a step could never be reversed; the consequences would always remain. Such living permanence was unthinkable.

“What is your name?”

I counted a handful of heartbeats before I answered. “You can call me Lea. And you?”

He took a deep swallow of tea. “Everyone has always called me Shallows. You may as well, too.”

Neither of us had given our true names, but it hardly mattered. I sipped from my mug, feeling the warmth spread through the bones of my hands. My mind flashed back to the scrap I had found in a raider’s pocket. He has killed them all then. 

“Is this what you do?” Shallows shifted, digging his heels deeper into the dirt by the flames. “Kill raiders and invite the survivors to tea?”

“I kill raiders,” I answered. “You are the first I have not.”

A deep breath hissed out from between his teeth. “Why? Because I was anthela?”

My fingers tightened for a brief moment on the warm clay of the mug. “Because you were a slave.”

“If I’d been human, you’d have let me live?”

His voice, tinged with emotion, wavered into the speech pattern of the cardeai. Strange, my life had been. I had never blamed humans for all my misfortunes, only the ones who had steeped their fingers in them. “Most likely.”

Shallows shook his head. “A halfblood rescuing me, one who would rescue humans. No one would believe it. Pity you weren’t in Corvain some years ago.” His lips thinned as he regarded me, eyes roving my face and my braided hair and my naked ears. “But perhaps not. Caesians still remember the Nightingale’s terror.”

“Of course they do,” I said, taking a sip of tea to calm my fluttering nerves. “Her actions and death are not so long removed.”

Pulling his knees upward, he crossed his arms and rested his chin on them. I breathed a slight sigh of relief as he looked into the flames with no sign of recognition on his face. “Not distant enough for anyone,” he said, voice quiet. “They hunted through all the villages after her death. Anyone with pointed ears got the stick.” His hand swept out in a stabbing motion. A frisson traced up my spine. “Neighbors accused neighbors of consorting with demons. They pulled babes from their mothers’ arms. Maybe a few were anthela-blooded, but many more weren’t. The steps of the temples ran red for days.”

Horror stopped my voice.

“So,” Shallows continued, “if you think of rescuing humans, perhaps reconsider.”

The scraps I had pulled from pockets, one had a name written on it. Demands for anthelai. He has killed them. “And raiders come north to finish the task?” I asked, then swallowed the dregs of my tea.

Shallows dropped his chin onto his hands. “Caesia demanded retribution.”

And I had planned to walk into their midst. “Caesia?” I prodded. “Or Domnic Stark?”

He wrenched up, eyes wide. “How do you know that name?”

“I have killed a great many raiders,” I said in answer.

“He—” Shallows stopped, swallowed, hands clutched tight on his knees. “Not Stark. That’s not his way. Stark sends raiders, yes, but...” His eyes darted to the shadows, as if the man in question lurked there. “He doesn’t kill. He collects.”

“Why?”

He stared at his blanched knuckles. “I do not know. I wasn’t around his raiders long enough.”

“You said before—he has killed them. If not Stark, then who?”

Shallows shook his head once more. “Domnic Stark is the only cardea I know who is still sending raiders, but there are surely others.” He spread his hands in bewilderment. “If not him, some other man is killing them. I’ve slaved in the mines most of my life, then pulled out to hunt anthelai. I swear, this is all I know.”

“Not exactly a bastion of uncommon knowledge, then.”

“Sorry.” He turned his head, gaze heavy. “Are you asking all this for a reason?”

Was I? Old habits still lingered. The anthelai had fled; none remained for Stark to hunt, so none of this questioning mattered. Killing raiders did not matter. Nothing mattered.

Especially not me.

“Not particularly,” I said, swallowing against a deep pain rising in my chest. “It has been a long time since I have heard any news of the south.”

“There is nothing good left there.” He tilted his chin in the direction of my pack. “If you have plans to travel that way, I’d suggest otherwise.” Eyes slid to my face again, traveling over my features. His scrutiny unsettled me; I could not read the intention behind it. “I have thought of Syline once or twice. That kingdom is supposed to be more amenable toward anthelai.”

I doubted it. Though they worshipped the same gods, even if they followed the same practices as their neighbor Caesia, anthelai would be just as hated. My travels, even as the Nightingale, had never taken me there, so I could not know firsthand. But its foreignness made it too dangerous; a land of strange customs, of odd tongues, and time spent learning was time undisguised, open, vulnerable. Cheated by merchants, targeted by traffickers of flesh, the land of the unknown was more dangerous than the land that had used me in my youth. 

“But you are not anthela anymore,” I said. “Nor am I.”

“And what am I?” He muttered, pressing the heels of his palms over his eyes. “Still a slave.” His eyes cut toward me. “Your slave, now.”

A life saved was a life owed. That reasoning had led to my friendship with Nyx, but he had never held such uneasiness toward me. Shallows shifted toward me, took a seat beside me on the ground beside the fire, and rested a hand on my knee.

I dropped my mug into my pack. I did not care if he kept his; the handle had broken in any case. He thought I wanted him with me? Some strange man hounding my steps, following me through the trees? My tongue ached as I bit down on it. He expected to share my bed. That was why he looked at me so. I saved him and he thought I anticipated payment of that kind. What else would some mad recluse halfblood presume?

“No.” A thread of distress laced my tone. “What you will do now is your business.” Standing, I slung my pack onto my shoulders, ignoring Shallows’ gawping face. “If you head east, there is a meadow. One of your horses will probably be there. From there, go wherever you want. You are free, after all.”

Stepping into the shadows of the forest, I vanished, leaving the stunned man behind. I gritted my teeth as I took to the trees, feeling leaves caress my face and slick branches beneath my boots. 
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Chapter 2
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AMBETH DICARIO DID not like ships. He pressed the lace-edged handkerchief to his mouth and belched, stifling the noise and scent of an hour’s old breakfast of herring and pickled cabbage. The food sat heavy and hard in his belly, threatening to make a second appearance if the rolling waves did not calm soon. The wet planks under his scuffed boots smelled of mildew and fish. With one hand, he gripped the gunwale, steadying himself against the roll of the ship as it approached the harbor.

Gray clouds crowded overhead, their underbellies low and dark. He had seen flashes of light dance between clouds, quick and sharp and blinding, illuminating the folds and creases and lumps of the thunderheads. A cold burst of wind tousled his light hair and plucked at the edges of his sleeves, ruffling the fabric against his wrists. Dicario shivered and ducked his head, flinching at the subsequent crash of thunder.

The clipper skimmed across the water, chasing the wind, and dipped into a trough. Saltwater sprayed into Dicario’s face. On instinct, he licked his lips and immediately regretted it. With the handkerchief, he wiped his eyes, groaning as his stomach twisted, sending the taste of bile and salt into his throat.

“Sir, you might want to get below decks, least ‘til we arrive in the harbor,” said a sailor. 

Dicario had not seen him arrive, but he had not paid them much mind in the past few weeks. Sailors littered the decks like fleas. Well, like ants, in that they worked. Fleas were not much good for anything. He scratched his arm, recalling the itching bite of a louse, and peered out over the sea.

“I might.” He belched into the cloth again. “How long until we arrive?”

“Not long,” said the sailor. “The wind is wi’ us, so less than two hours, most like.”

“Good.” The trip down from the hinterlands had been smooth enough until reaching the edge of Caesia. The sooner off the ship, the better.

“Right.” The sailor left as quietly as he had come.

Dicario did not watch him leave. He breathed a small sigh, wiped the sea-spray from his face, and waited for the shore to come into view. When he grew tired of waiting, he went to the narrow berth and rested in his hammock. The bed swayed with the motion of the ship and he closed his eyes, throwing a forearm over his face, and tried to force himself down into sleep. His stomach roiled and groaned in protest. He took a cautious sip of water from the canteen tied to the hammock; it was warm and flat, tasting of the wood and leather and metal. Grimacing, he swallowed the sip and waited. His stomach accepted the offering, and Dicario felt a little better. He chased the water with a slug of rum from the flask in his boot.

He managed to sleep for a while, interlacing his fingers over the muscles of his stomach. One leg hung over the side of the fraying cloth, encased in suede trousers and a large black boot.

“Sir?”

The light tap on the door and the voice woke him. Dicario sat up, grasping the edge of the hammock to keep from swinging out, and rubbed the side of his face on a shoulder in an effort to clear his fogged mind, feeling the rasp of his stubble on the cloth. “Yes?” he called.

Bennett, one of his men, poked his head around the door. “Land’s sighted, sir. Thought you might want to know.”

“Appreciated, Bennett.” He took another swallow of water to moisten his dried mouth, felt the liquid trace its way down his throat, and followed the man up to the top deck. He grabbed his vest on the way and shrugged into it, leaving it unbuttoned over his shirt.

A streak of brown and gray smudged the horizon, then the shape of buildings and moored ships rose up from the slate-colored sea. The wind brought the stink of wet rot and fish and the detritus of cities. Corvain was no better than many ports, but certainly no worse. It had a few decent inns with clean linens, some taverns that sold recognizable meat instead of lumps of gray flesh, and the urchins there were not as quick with their sticky fingers. Roads led swift and easy from the interior towns, and one could hire a carriage for a few silvers. The guildmasters kept the place in line, as much as they were able, and crime away from the docks was surprisingly rare.

All in all, not a terrible place to spend a few days. Better than Three Rib Cove, at any rate. Still, Dicario did not plan to stay long. He needed to meet with his employer and give the requisite updates on the job, resupply, and allow his men a rest.

The storm stayed small as the clipper slipped into the harbor and to the quay. Lightning flashed in the clouds, never angling toward the sea, and the roar of thunder crashed overhead. Closer than before, Dicario thought, trying not to duck his head into the collar of his loose linen shirt. The ties at the neck had come undone, and he tightened them with a swift hand.

“Ready the cargo,” Dicario said. “I want it ready for immediate departure. You know where to deliver it.”

“Yes, sir.” Bennett tapped his forehead in a swift salute and tramped away, his woodsman’s legs wavering and unsure on the tilting deck.

The sea calmed as the ship entered the protected harbor, much to Dicario’s relief. Sailors tossed mooring lines to waiting dockmen. All the shouting and calling grated on his ears. He took a moment to return to his berth and retrieve his hat and sword and, the instant the gangplank lowered, he strode down it and welcomed the solid feeling of the docks underfoot. Firm though the land was, it seemed to roll under his boots like the sea. It was disorienting and did nothing to soothe his beleaguered stomach.

From the edge of the storm clouds, the sun beat down on him. The hat shielded most of his face, but the edge of his jaw burned in the midmorning heat. The sword bumped against his leg as he walked, as he pressed through the milling crowd of mongers and merchants and sailors. Once away from the quay, the throng thinned. The wide street turned into a series of closes and alleys, and Dicario paced through the damp narrows. Merchants still hawked their wares but from storefronts instead of barrows and stalls. Dicario did not spare them a glance; there was no time for frivolous purchases. Instead, he turned up the next alley and emerged on the edge of Corvain.

Trees shaded the cobblestone, a welcome change from the dying sun of the docks and the hot moistness of the closes. A stormborne breeze fluttered his vest, cooled his skin, and his stiff shoulders relaxed. He went up the first set of marble steps, bypassing the gate and the sign, and rapped his knuckles on the iron-banded door.

A woman answered, a servant, by the state of her nondescript dress. “We are closed today, sir. We open again tomorrow morning.”

“Ambeth Dicario. I am expected.”

“Oh, yes. Mister Dicario.” She bobbed a curtsey. “Follow me, sir.” She opened the thick door and waited for him to enter, then closed it behind him. “This way.”

His boot heels tapped on the stone floor, the hobnails clicking with each step. Lit lanterns illuminated the hallway. Niches in the walls contained statues of gold and porphyry and marble. Thick tapestries lined the corridor, filled with scenes of hunting and jousting and mythical beasts and tales of the gods.

The woman turned a corner and knocked on a half-open door. “One Ambeth Dicario here to see you, sir,” she said, sticking her head into the room.

“Good! Show him in, Bess,” a voice called from within.

Bess stepped aside and gestured for Dicario to enter the room. A man sat behind a long cedar desk, his white hair hanging behind his ears and sharp blue eyes watching each movement Dicario made. The man rested his elbows on the desk, careful of the dark statuette taking up a corner of the space.

“Mister Dicario, right on schedule. I trust the trip was not unduly harsh?”

“No, Mister Stark.” He laced his fingers in the small of his back, standing at attention. “Everything was satisfactory.”

“Good. I hope I have reason to be pleased to see you.”

Dicario took a breath. “My men are bringing what artifacts we recovered as we speak. They’ll be delivered shortly.”

Domnic Stark leaned forward. “And the other?”

Dicario’s gaze did not flicker, though his stomach twisted against the base of his spine. “I did not find what you asked for, sir. The tree towns are empty. Every one of the tree-swingers are gone, or so it seems. I couldn’t find a trace of them.”

Stark closed his eyes, pressing the tips of his fingers against each other until they went white, then released. In half a heartbeat, he wiped the displeasure from his face and reestablished a calm, pleasurable veneer. Stark leaned back against the velvet seat cushion, running a hand along the shining lacquered edge of the desktop. “So there’s nothing left. Well, that is disappointing.” 

“We did uncover some books written in their language,” Dicario stated.

“But no one to translate. A pity.”

“There are other items: clothes, weapons, household goods.”

Stark waved a hand. “Things they left behind, obviously of little value.” He shrugged, then clasped his pale hands together on the desk. “What you have recovered does not satisfy the full parameters of the job description, but I am assured you taxed the best of your abilities. Bess will have your payment.”

“Thank you, Mister Stark.” Dicario bent in a curt bow, then turned on his heel, not at all pleased with the outcome of the meeting. A failed job, a disappointed employer—despite getting paid, the knowledge of a poorly finished task galled.

“A moment, if you would.” Stark’s voice halted him before he could reach the door. “I have another task for you, if you’re interested.”

Dicario looked over his shoulder, baffled. The hunt for anthelai and their artifacts in the defunct tree towns had perhaps not failed as miserably as he thought. “For the right price, I’m always interested.”

Stark smiled, flashing white teeth from between thin lips. “A man after my own heart. No other jobs awaiting you in Corvain, I take it?”

“Not yet, no.” A small grin creased Dicario’s lips and vanished. “You pay well enough. I’d hoped you had one more.”

Stark barked a laugh. “Oh, I do. Never fear about that.”

“More artifacts to hunt, then?”

Stark unclasped his hands and tapped a forefinger on the wood. “Not as such, no. One of my pitmen has escaped. I want you to find him and return him to his proper place.”

“Pitmen?”

“Not important,” Domnic Stark said. “What is important is that you find him and bring him back. I have invested too much time and effort to lose him now.” He leaned down and opened a drawer, pulled out a sheaf of parchment, and tossed it on the wood. 

Dicario crossed the floor and picked up the folder, flipping through the crisp pages. A man’s life sprawled before his eyes, marked out in black lines on the textured paper. “How much are you willing to pay to have him back?”

Stark regarded him through ice-blue eyes. “Two hundred gold. Alive only. I don’t pay for dead.”

“Two seventy-five. It seems I’ll have to cross halfway to Syline for this bastard.”

“Two twenty, and you will.”

“Two fifty, and you’ll have him back alive and unharmed.”

Stark barked a laugh. “Two fifty then—if you can guarantee unharmed. Two hundred if he comes back with so much as a scratch.”

“Agreed,” said Dicario, leaning over to shake the man’s hand.

“Sign with Bess. The Golden Quill has clean rooms for rent this evening. I expect you’ll want an early start,” Stark drawled, cocking a silver eyebrow.

Dicario flicked his fingers against his forehead in a cocksure salute. “A pleasure doing business with you, Stark.” 

After he left the room and finished signing the deal with Bess, Dicario left Stark’s emporium and traveled to the tavern district. The clouds had rolled in, painting the sky a solid sheet of gray. Rain pattered on the cobblestones, forming puddles against the shop walls and in the low spaces between the stones. Mud spattered the scuffed leather of his tall boots and rain ran in rivulets down the back of his neck, pattering off the tight-woven cloth of his short-brimmed flat cap.

He took a seat in the closest tavern, The Rod and Weal, and squeezed in through the cluttered tables to reach a vacant stool next to the wall. One of his mates was already there at the bar, draining a clay mug. The apple of his throat bobbed as he swallowed, gulping. Veris put down the cup with a thump and wiped the foam from his lip, then glanced over.

Dicario caught his eye as he doffed his cap. Water dripped from his clothes to the rush-strewn floor. “Well?”

“Bennett and the others are coming here soon as it’s delivered,” Veris replied. “No worries, sir.”

“Good.” Dicario motioned for the barmaid, flicking two fingers in the air over his shoulder, feeling the weight of the gold in the purse hidden in his shirt. She appeared at his side and dropped a sloshing pint onto the bar top.

“Nay food today,” she said. “Drinks only.”

“Drinks are fine,” Dicario said, casting her a sidelong leer before he brought the mug to his lips. He caught her wrist as she turned to move away. “You interested in making a little on the side?”

The barmaid, a short, plump woman, regarded him, raking her eyes down his lean form. She leaned forward, breasts pressing over the bodice of her blouse. “With you?” With a twist, she pulled her wrist from his grasp. “Nay. You’re dripping on my floors.”

Dicario pulled his hand back, shaking his head in rueful acceptance. “My apologies for the rushes.”

“Come back when you’re dry,” she laughed. “Mayhap I’ll reconsider.” With a cheeky grin, she flitted away.

Veris leaned over. “Got another job for us, boss?”

“I do, in fact.” He drained half the tankard, relieved that his stomach had settled in the short time off the ship. “How do you feel about traveling overland for once?”

Veris sighed and wiped his face with a forearm. “Overland instead o’ this rough sea would be an agreeable change.”

Dicario avoided further talk on the matter. Hunting errant pitmen wavered too close to slave-trading, in his opinion—after thinking over it a moment or two. Though Caesia had outlawed slavery, it was not the case in other kingdoms. For the goodfolk of the Caesia, a slaver was about as bad as a halfblood, and Dicario had no wish to be known in wider circles as a man who traded in flesh. It was bad for business.

Though Dicario preferred hunting artifacts and rarities in ruins, and sometimes lifting them off those who did not know what they had—and some who did—he was not amiss to taking the occasional forceful task. Getting paid by a wife for beating a husband who owned a heavy hand, tracking down a slattern who strayed from her husband’s bed one too many times, tying the hands of a thief and leaving him in the kennels for a guard to find; as long as the job paid, he would consider it.

Still, a man had to have scruples. Chains are chains and not all are iron, Dicario thought, lifting the tankard to his lips again. They were words he lived by. He knew his own chains. He had accepted the job and he would do it. An untrustworthy racketeer was no better than a common brigand. Break his word once and he was certain no more jobs would come his way. His men would abandon him after robbing him blind, if not worse.

He finished the tankard and called for another, paying the barmaid for both. He did not try to talk with her this time, watching instead as Bennett and three other men entered the dining room and crossed to the bar, their wet boots crushing the damp rushes and shirts dripping on the floor. 

“Package delivered without a hitch, sir,” Bennett said, sliding onto the next stool. The other men took a corner table, wiping rainwater from their faces with the necks of their shirts.

“He had anything to say?” Dicario asked.

“No, sir. Just said his thanks and waved us away.”

“Good.” He clapped Bennett on the shoulder. “Get some drinks in your bellies and relieve yourselves of your sea-legs. We leave in the morning.”

“The morning, sir? We’ve another job already?” Bennett clasped his hands before him on the bar, tanned weatherworn fingers curled around themselves. Brown hairs sprouted from the rough knuckles.

“Overland for once, Bennett. Drink up!” He tilted his chin toward the tankard the barmaid set on the bar. Bennett uncurled his fingers and dragged the mug close, then lifted and drank, careful not the slosh the yeasty liquid over the rim. Dicario nodded. “Good man. And the others?”

“Renting rooms in the Golden Quill, sir. They had enough spare to sleep four to a space, disregarding yourself, of course.”

“Then I’m off. When you lads are finished here, I expect you to meet us there. We have planning and supplies to consider.”

“Yes, sir,” said Bennett, taking another swallow of ale.

Dicario nodded to him, clapped Veris on the shoulder, and walked back out into the pouring rain. Lighting flashed, a streak of vivid blue-white against the slate-gray sheet of cloud. The close lit up like a torch, then darkened again just as a peal of thunder rang out, rumbling in his bones like the deep growl of a beast. He dashed down the street, feet slapping in the puddles between cobblestones, and ducked into the inn just in time to witness Tevan get punched in the throat by a dark-haired woman.

“Get off me, you horse-faced prick!” she snarled.

The boy fell backwards, and the woman stood, looming over him, and spat in his face before leaving, tramping up the stairs with her two male companions following behind. They snickered at the boy as they passed, leaving him alone to roll on the heartwood and gasp through a bruised throat.

Dicario sighed and went forward, grasping the boy’s shoulder to lift him to his feet. “I told you, boy,” he said, “stick with doxies. They won’t get angry so long as you pay.”

Tevan coughed and spluttered. “I just thought—“

“Yes, I know what you thought.” Dicario deposited the boy in the closest chair. “But maybe you shouldn’t go touching strange women, especially when their companions are around. You’re lucky all you got was a fist. Next time could be a knife.”

“Sorry, sir.” Tevan said, wheezing.

“Don’t let it happen again. Last warning. We can’t be making a poor name for ourselves in these ports.”

“No, sir. It won’t, I swear.”

“If it does, I’ll send you off without your pay. You understand?”

“I do, sir,” said Tevan, one hand on his throat and the other flat on the worn, smooth wood of the tabletop. “I understand very well.”

“Good.” Dicario straightened, capping the anger that rose in his breast. Men he could not trust were men he did not need in his employ. Tevan knew that. Though young, the man was capable, having proved himself on previous assignments. If Dicario could wean him of his lascivious tendencies, he would be a flawless employee but, if he could not, Dicario would not hesitate to relieve the man of his position.

He picked four silvers from his pocket and handed them to the young man. “Rent the back room. Bring the others in when Veris and Bennett arrive. We’ve things to discuss.”

“Yes, sir,” Tevan answered, pocketing the coins with a swift hand.

Dicario went to the desk and picked up the key for his room, rented under his name, and strode upstairs. The woman and one of her companions stood in the hallway, whispering to each other. The man leaned against the wall, arms crossed in an uncaring gesture, but his eyes swept over Dicario as he emerged on the landing. Even though he had not spoken, the woman turned and glared at him sidelong, no doubt associating him with Tevan; she had to have seen him stoop to help the boy to his feet.

“Miss,” Dicario said as he made to pass, touching the brim of his cap with a finger. “I do apologize for my man’s behavior. He’s been disciplined.”

She snorted, wrinkling a delicate nose. “Tell him to keep it in his pants or next time someone will cut it off.” Her voice had the lilting accent of a foreigner, but he did not recognize its origin.

The man rested a hand on the small dagger on his belt, so Dicario tipped his cap again and moved on, unwilling to risk a confrontation in such close quarters or with those he had no real cause to dispute. He moved on to the end of the hallway and entered his room, hearing the click of the iron key in the lock.

His trunk awaited him, seated at the foot of the narrow bed. He dressed in clean clothes, enjoying being dry for the first time in ages, swept a comb through his hair and replaced the sword on his hip, and waited a moment before retreating downstairs. Pleased to see that the woman and her companion had moved on, Dicario went down the hallway and took a seat in the rear room.

Nine of his men were already there, quaffing ale from pints instead of tankards. He greeted them with nods as he folded his hands on the tabletop. When the rest of his men entered, ushered inside by Bennett, Dicario spoke.

“Who here knows anything about pitmen?”
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Chapter 3
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I WAS MAD, STARK RAVING insane. It was the only explanation for why my feet continued to move. I feared Caesia, that hungry mouth full of disease and decay, bloodstained teeth tearing into those of anthelan blood, but it called to me. I tossed Nyx’s wishes aside like a rotten apple. Caesia would succeed where I could not and give me an ending or a beginning, or at least something different from isolation and suffering in the forest. 

Some mornings I awoke with screams ringing in my ears and cold sweat drying on my skin. The nightmares increased the further south I journeyed, but I set my shoulders and persisted. I followed the ice-coated rivers down from the mountains, edged across white-stoned cliffs like a goat, felt the sun through the needles in the pine-flecked lowlands. My pack weighed heavy with furs, herbs, bits and baubles, things I could sell that I had found along the way. Though my belt-pouch held coin snatched from raiders, if I was to have any success in the cardea-driven lands, more was better.

I had no direction in mind, but my heart leaned toward the sea. Ever south, following deer trails and winding streams, angling toward the west, my feet ate the miles with a wolf’s tireless gait. 

I smelled the village before I saw it: the earthy stink of cattle and hog, smoke and grease from kitchen hearths, sweat and musk and unwashed wool. After so long in the clean air of the wood, the stench of civilization stung my nose and made my eyes water. I pressed a wrist against my nose to stifle the odor; with the other hand, I reached into my belt-pouch to touch the wooden wolf Nyx had carved for me, trying to calm myself. It was the first time I had stepped into a cardeai village since escaping Caspon years earlier. I had never thought to return to the lands where I had butchered and skulked and fled.

But this was change, and I needed it. Carefully, hands remembering the old motions, I wrapped a headband over my ears. The wolf skull I hid deep in the recesses of my pack, and all but a few of the bones, beads, and feathers I pulled from my hair and put away. Combing through my tangled hair with trembling fingers, I tried to make myself appear normal, approachable, then entered the village with measured steps, swallowing to wet my dry mouth.

A bent-backed woman, a once-red kerchief faded to dull rose tones wrapped around her graying hair, popped her head out of the window of a half-timbered house and called to me. Her voice was thick with smoke. My eyes followed the bobbing cherry of a cheroot hanging from her lower lip. “Lost?” 

I swallowed again, my throat catching. The steps of the temples ran red for days. “Just looking to trade,” I said in a voice hoarse from disuse and fear. Perhaps they would kill me and finish the job I had bungled. It would almost be a relief.

She eyed me, then coughed and spat. “What do you got?”

“Furs, herbs, a bit of meat.”

“You want coin in offer?”

“I would prefer it, yes, though I will take medicinal herbs otherwise.” My heart thumped as her eyes narrowed, sweeping me from head to foot.

“You hurt?”

I fought to keep a hand from wandering to the dagger on my belt. Touching it gave me courage, but I dared not do that here, where it might be seen as a threat. “No, but I know a bit of healing.”

She made a thoughtful sound. “You make me some salves for these hands and I’ll buy them in coin.”

“I can do that.” My neck and shoulders ached with tension, with unease, as the old woman left the window. I heard clomping footsteps from inside the house, and then the front door swung open. 

“Come in,” she said. “I’ll make some tea. You can use my table.”

I could not move; my feet rooted to the earth. What is it you fear? Is death so foreign to you? Is that not what you wanted? The thoughts twisted like smoke in my head. Why did I fear this woman, these people? They could only kill me, torture me, but it was nothing I had not done to others. There would be some kind of sweet justice in having those deeds inflicted upon myself. And I did not fear death. It was the act of dying that concerned me.

I took a step, then another, until I reached the threshold of her home. One breath, two, my heart beating like a drum in my chest—and I walked inside to sit at the well-worn table in her cluttered kitchen.

“What ails you?” My strangled voice seemed puny as I set my pack on the floor between my threadbare boots.

“The rheum.” She held up her gnarled hands. “Heat makes it better, but winter’s never far off.”

I took a plug of beeswax and several packets of herbs—arnica, wild ginger, cow-horn—from my pouch, mixing them together in a little bowl she handed me. I worked slowly, finding my pulse quieting from familiar work. She set a steaming mug of tea by my elbow. I sniffed a little, scenting its make, and found only chamomile. A small sip found the same.

The old woman cast a glance at me, eyeing my stained and poorly mended clothes with a small frown. “You hungry? We’ve more than enough for supper. It’s near ready.”

I handed her the bowl, and she dropped a few coppers into my hand. I did not want to stay; the thought terrified me. Although lonely and starved for company, cowardice thrummed in my blood. What more do you have to fear? To eat something other than wild game charred over an open flame, handfuls of raw leaves and greens, and strips of bark would be wonderful. I missed the taste of cardea food. In her face, I saw only sincerity touched with pity.

“Thank you.” The words emerged in a ragged whisper.

“Oh, good. I’ll set another place for you. I’ll have to find another chair somewhere, else Charles won’t have a place to sit.”

“Oh,” I said, pressing my hands together to stop them from trembling. “There will be others?”

“My grandson Charles.” She pursed her lips. “About your age, perhaps. My husband Sai, and the farmhand Brullo.”

I plastered a slight brittle smile on my face. “How nice.”

“You know, I never did give you my name! Madge Milner.” She dipped her head in greeting. “You’ll forgive me if I don’t shake hands, ye?”

“Of course. My name is Dae Devos.” My own true first name shortened with Nyx’s last name, the first moniker that came to mind. It was as good as anything.

In the end, Charles did not appear, so I supped with Madge, Sai, and Brullo, and listened to them talk about the goings-on of the farm while I ate well-seasoned chicken and warm bread with creamy butter and baked vegetables from the garden. The wooden chair creaked a little, and the table rose a touch too high, but I could not remember a better meal.

Madge’s husband, a switch-thin, stoop-shouldered man, turned to me and asked, “What’s a young miss like yourself wanderin’ alone out here? Travelin’? Not much to see out this way.”

“Too many brigands out on the roads nowadays,” the farmhand added around a mouthful of oaten bread. “Yon pigsticker on your belt wouldn’t do much more than scratch ‘em.”

I swallowed the bite I had just taken. “I hunt, mostly, and collect items for trade. I got turned around in the last big storm that blew through.” Lying came with ease and the story fell off from my tongue without effort. “I figured if I followed the road I would come to a town soon enough.”

“Huntin’ alone?” the husband marveled. “That’s no job for a woman.”

“No one else to do it,” I countered, and that was true enough.

“Sai, leave the girl alone,” Madge said. “Sometimes there’s no one else to do it, you know.” She nodded to me in understanding. “Not our business besides.”

The farmhand stifled a belch in his hand. “Followin’ the road will take you to Corvain, or near enough.”

“Lots of trade in Corvain, what with them ships and all,” Madge said. “You’d get good coin for your trade there.”

“Or swindled,” Sai interjected with a derisive snort. “Nothin’ but thieves and pirates and mummers waitin’ to cut your purse—or more.”

“Or stolen, even!” muttered the farmhand. “Didn’t that one lass get taken some years ago? Abducted by tree-swingers, I reckon aright. Poor, murdered thing.”

“Shock did her mam in. Found her a withered corpse sittin’ by the window six months later. The lads say at night you can hear her howling. Might even see her afore the window in the dark.”

“Hush, now,” hissed Madge. “I won’t have that kind of talk around my table.”

The tales told of anthelai and their supposed proclivities had not faded since I had been away, it seemed. Stolen girls, tortured livestock, soured milk—all cardeai myths to drum up fear of the anthelai. I took a sip of watered-down wine, listening to the three argue over Corvain and its inhabitants, a cesspool of beggars and thieves waiting to prey on a young girl like myself.

“And now, transporting criminals!” Sai said. “From all manner of heathen places.” He shook his head. “Never before seen it, sending their thieves and murderers here and settin’ ‘em loose. Whole thing just turns my stomach.”

“Can’t rightly tell what the king’s thinking, letting that happen,” said Brullo. “Ever since poor General Talros died, things have gone right to the Plains.”

A bite of bread caught in my throat. Talros. I had not heard that name since my escape. The old fear flooded in, the screaming panic clawing in my chest. I stood, grabbed my pack. I had to get out, escape, flee. “Thank you for the meal,” I said, choking out the words.

“Going so soon?” Madge protested. “Stay the night. It’s getting near dark. Not so safe, then.”

“I will be fine.” My breath came short and fast. Black spots danced in my vision.

“Well, come back when you can. I’ll see to it Charles is here to meet you.”

“Forgot the boy was off at market, did ye?” Sai asked, then coughed into his fist.

A tremulous smile was all I could manage before I turned and left through the open door. I walked quickly through the dooryard to a road that was barely more than patchy grass sprouting through deep wagon ruts, cold sweating beading on my brow, and just managed to reach the safety of the thick pine woods before I stuffed my fist into my mouth and screamed.

***
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Frogs croaked and crickets chirped. Night-birds twittered in the rustling branches. My ears were full of sound, even muffled as it was by my headband. I dared not make a fire so close to the village. They would follow it and find me, lost in my torment, and chance finding me out. I dared not risk that, so I endured without the aid of calming teas or tinctures. My thoughts flashed like lightning, from one dark memory to the next. I chewed raw valerian, lemon balm, marigold, even lavender, though they made my stomach ache.

The herbs helped only slightly. I knew why I wandered towards Corvain. It had never been Caspon’s hunting ground—the Nightingale’s hunting ground. Too far from Benthol, too few worthwhile targets to make it a useful trip, too filled with the poor and the foreign that held no place in my captor’s rise to power. 

There were no memories there to haunt me.

The mention of Domnic Stark had been a convenient excuse—that I went to exercise justice for the anthelai instead of alleviate my wounded existence. Stark could not hurt the anthelai any longer; justice was unnecessary. I had killed those raiders for no reason, other than that I had felt they deserved it. The thought sickened me. It would be right if I met my end in Corvain; though I did not want to die, it seemed a more likely outcome than making a friend.

I slept in the dirt of the pine wood, breathing in the dank scent of soil and damp, until the sun rose above the horizon. The scent of salt drifted in on the breeze. Another day alive, another possibility unfolding. I struggled to my feet, stiff and aching from my internal ordeal, shouldered my pack, and turned my face toward Corvain. At least there I could get lost in the crowd and pretend to be something other than a halfblood.

Two more days of walking. The walls of Corvain rose in the distance, underneath a light fog of smoke. The smells of midden, fish, salt, grease layered with the green-wet scent of mildew and rot caught in my nose. For a moment, I was glad I had traveled through the village first, as it had inured me to the stench of people. I touched my headband for reassurance, then rested a hand on the hilt of the long-knife strapped to my belt, took a breath, and continued down the road. The wagon ruts transformed into packed, hard dirt. Something gleamed between my boots, and I stooped to free two silvers from the dirt, pocketing them carefully. Birds circled overhead, crying and cawing. Men called, ropes creaked, water buffeted wood.

Closer now, I could read details through the fog. A stacked-stone wall rose to encircle the city. Two watchtowers protruded like jagged teeth, arrow-slits dark in the morning sun. So many people; they milled like ants, their voices a dull roar, a steady, droning cacophony. Go on, then. Is this not what you wanted? My heart beat so hard it hurt, but I walked like I had purpose, blending into the crowd, feeling them all around me. The open city gate beckoned me forward, and I went through without issue.

I was back in Caesia.

Returning felt like a hand sliding into a much-used glove. The fear I had thought would overpower drained away. The stone walls, timbered buildings, the voices like the buzz of cicadas all around, laughter and shouts bubbling from taverns, laced with the yeasty aroma of ale and honey-sweet mead clasped me to its bosom. In place of fear, a strange type of comfortableness arose. All my training—most of my life—had been spent learning to understand people and how to use them. With a stab of shock, realization struck: I felt more at home among cardeai than I ever had in Havosiherim.

Traveling through the village had been like leaping from the tallest branches of a tree—terrifying, stomach-churning—but crucial. The first cardeai I had crossed on their own territory had been kind. That was something worth remembering.
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