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 Prologue

 


Under the piled blankets, the bodythief
formerly known as Darilan Trevere opened her eyes.

Someone else was in the room.

She knew who it must be, and her hand slid
under the flattened pillow to pull Serindas surreptitiously free.
The akarriden blade kindled in her grip, its hunger scathing along
her nerves; it had been a while since she'd fed it. Since the
Forest of Mists.

She wanted to forget that, wanted to wake in
the morning still pretending to be the laundress whose body she had
taken. Sometimes the woman’s personality bubbled up in the back of
her head, her soul still only half-digested, and the bodythief
thought she could adapt to that lifestyle, that persona. Walk away
from the years of espionage and killing.

But now he'd shown up. Her scheming lunatic
of a maker.

She heard him approach the bed. The
distortion that had woken her was a portal, which meant that he'd
been observing her; mages couldn't open portals to places they
hadn't seen. At that thought, anger brushed aside the sullen
obstinacy that had kept her in bed.

When she sensed him leaning over her, she
attacked.

The akarriden blade cut through the blankets
as if through air, and a glitter of blue light fell around her like
silent shards of glass: his arcane ward. Serindas guided her as she
blindly thrust herself from the bed, twisting out of the tangles of
cloth. Another blue ward burst, and his footsteps retreated.

Then a great hand of force caught her up and
slammed her to the wall.

The breath fled her lungs. The last blanket
fell away and she saw the room from above; she was pinned almost at
the ceiling, her socked feet kicking far over the bed, nightgowned
buttocks jammed against the top edge of the shuttered window.

Her assailant stood with one gloved hand
clenched around thin air, holding her in place by proxy; she could
feel the invisible threads of his power cold on her skin. The only
light in the room came from Serindas and the portal: a shimmering
doorway in the far corner that showed a slice of laboratory space,
all black basalt and frosted glass. Despite the dimness, the man’s
shallow-water eyes glittered in his white face, and he smiled that
detestable smile at her—the thin smile that only touched one corner
of his mouth. “Good morning, Vedaceirra. You look well.”

“Enkhaelen,” she hissed. The akarriden blade
pulled at her hand like a hound on a leash.

“That would be ‘Inquisitor Archmagus’ to you,
my dear,” said Enkhaelen, and released her with a flick of his
hand.

She fell from the wall and hit the hard
pallet of the bed in a crouch, snarling. The blade told her to
lunge, but Enkhaelen had stepped out of range; no move she could
make would bridge the distance fast enough to keep him from
reacting.

Enkhaelen adjusted the cuffs of his black
outer-robe casually, the silver thread in his gloves and sleeves
glimmering with its own subtle light. He was the same as he'd
always been: a small man, slim, clad in black and deep-blue robes
that seemed outsized, his inky hair unruly, his scar-split right
brow sardonically uplifted. It was a sight she had detested for
forty-five years.

“So, what are you calling yourself now?” he
said.

She didn't want to answer, but had learned to
pick her battles with him. His calm demeanor hid a capricious
cruelty, and resistance brought that side out fast. “Dasira,” she
muttered.

“Going back to your roots? But not the full
Vedaceirra.”

“No.”

“Well, as long as you don’t make yourself
obvious. We wouldn’t want Cobrin to figure you out the moment you
walk up to him.”

“What?”

“He’s out of the woods. I’m putting you back
into play.”

Dasira’s mouth went dry, knuckles whitening
around Serindas’ hilt. “You can’t make me.”

“Of course I can. Do you really want to
deliver that kind of challenge?”

No, I want to slit your piking throat.

But she couldn't say that. Enkhaelen would
just laugh, then demonstrate the power he had over her. She didn't
need a reminder.

What she needed even less was to be sent
against Cob again. Now that he'd embraced the Dark spirit of the
Guardian, he was lost to her—and ‘Darilan’ was dead to him. There
was nothing she could do. “Find someone else to carry out your
dirty work,” she spat.

“Oh, I already have.”

That was like a punch to the chest. A knot
formed in her throat—too many emotions too tangled to define.
“Who?” she said, eyes narrowed.

“Why don’t you go and find out?”

“I—“

Enkhaelen cut her off with a raised hand.
“Dasira, I’m not sending you to kill your friend. I’m not a fool. I
need you to protect Cobrin the same as you always have. The same as
I’d always intended you to do. Have I ever asked you to harm
him?”

Dasira swallowed thickly, the akarriden blade
tugging in her grip. The past swarmed her: those five years spent
guarding an orphaned slave-boy, feeling all the time like she was
rearing a calf for slaughter because she knew he was the bait for a
trap—a cage to imprison the Guardian so that it could be destroyed
for the good of the Empire. The pressure had finally snapped her
and she had chased him from the Army, into the Heretic Lands to
meet his fate.

And then Enkhaelen and the Crimson General
had sent her after him.

She didn't want to remember the pursuit, the
fights, the red gouges Serindas had opened in his flesh. The pain
on his face as he'd brought the broken sword down. As she'd let
him.

“No, you didn’t ask me,” she said tightly.
“You ordered me.”

“I ordered you to retrieve him. You betrayed
me by trying to kill him. But I’m willing to forgive that,” said
Enkhaelen, gesturing dismissively. “What I really want is for him
to talk to me.”

Dasira stared at him in disbelief.

“I know he won’t,” Enkhaelen continued. “Not
yet. He’s angry about some nonsense, just like you, and he’s likely
to swallow a lot more nonsense very soon. I can’t show up and
expect him to be civil, the way I apparently can’t show up without
you attempting to kill me. Which I don’t begrudge, by the way. It
keeps things exciting. So I would like you to be his bodyguard, and
my emissary.”

I told Lark something like that, she
thought. Look how that turned out. Left for dead, and she stole
all my stuff.

She kept staring. After a moment of looking
expectant, Enkhaelen frowned. “What?”

“You want me…to get him to talk to you.”

“More or less. Make him aware that I mean him
no harm.”

“You know I hate you, right?”

“Clearly.”

“Then why—“ she started, then stopped herself
as she realized her voice was pitching up toward a shout. The
laundress’s apartment had reasonably thick walls, but there were
still neighbors around her, and she could do this calmly. She was
almost certain of it.

“My dear,” he said into her silence, “I find
your honesty refreshing and your resistance both false and futile.
If I only worked with those who liked me, I would have quit at age
five—and I notice that you've neither tried to escape nor forced my
hand. Like it or not, you want this job.” He smiled slightly and
added, “It’s entertaining to watch you wriggle on your own
hook.”

Her thoughts went incoherent with rage. She
leapt for him and hit his wards—smooth solid half-spheres of blue
energy—and Serindas pierced through six nested layers of them in
one strike. If the quillons hadn't hit the scattering shards, the
blade might have gone further.

The tip stopped just short of Enkhaelen’s
cheek. An instant later, she was falling upward. Plaster puffed out
around her as she slammed into the ceiling, then was wrenched back
down.

She tried to put her legs beneath her but had
no time. The one knee she got in place blazed with agony as she
slammed down on it, the joints strained near to snapping. Her
forehead bounced off the floor and she saw white stars, felt her
stomach try to lunge up her throat. It took a few moments of
concentrated not-puking for her to realize that she had been
released.

She lifted her head, panting, and saw that
Enkhaelen had once again taken what distance he could in the small,
sparse room. He stood by the wood stove, its embers almost dead
behind the grate, but what would have been an opportunity with
another opponent—a chance to slam someone’s face to the hot
metal—would be lunacy against him. He was the Archmagus of
Energies. Fire, lightning, all forms of raw power were his
playthings.

Like her.

The fury died. In its place was the old
familiar lump of bitter iron. Inescapable servitude.

Someone banged on the floor from below, and
Enkhaelen snorted. “Ah, neighbors. Won’t you be happy to get away
from that?”

She regained her feet awkwardly, right knee
throbbing. The akarriden blade urged her forward, but she tossed it
on the bed instead. On her left arm, the black bracer clenched, and
a tingling numbness rushed through her as the anesthetics hit her
bloodstream. A moment later, something jerked back into place in
her knee, and she straightened.

“Direct me, maker,” she said hollowly, hating
the words. Hating him.

He crooked a finger, and she approached with
all the obedience she could muster. The thought of grabbing the
fire-poker and turning his head into a bloody mess came and
went.

“I brought this for you,” he said, drawing a
glinting object from an inner pocket of his robe: a tiny metal stud
with a cabochon black jewel set in it. “For communication purposes.
I’m sure you’ve worn such things before. Turn your head.”

She did so, realizing when he leaned close
that she was shorter by several inches. That was typical of him,
stuffing her into a body he could tower over, but while it rankled,
it was not as discomfiting as it would be with her other superiors.
Enkhaelen had never been one to take advantage of such things. His
touch was clinical as he gripped her by the ear, fingers icy even
through the glove, and she suppressed her instinct to reach up and
break his wrist. He pressed the stud to her earlobe, and she winced
at the sudden searing pain. Then it was gone and he let go, and she
stepped back and glared.

“There,” he said. “Now as long as you don’t
lose your ear somewhere, I’ll be able to contact you. And if you do
lose your ear… Well. Don’t think that will shake me.”

She fingered the stud carefully. It was flush
to the skin, and she felt no thrum of magic, but like Enkhaelen had
said, she'd used such things before. Most recently in the
Shadowland of Bahlaer, to call in reinforcements for Cob’s
capture—though that hadn't turned out well. “Is it two-way?”

“For communication yes, activation no. I have
better things to do than let you whine at me whenever you
please.”

She rolled her eyes, annoyed. Now that she
had accepted the job, impatience set in. Enkhaelen had always been
the most difficult of her superiors to work for. “Then how am I
supposed to—“

“I'll contact you periodically. I’m sure you
can hold your own against the usual mishaps.”

“All right, then where the pike is he?”

“Cantorin, on the Wyndish-Amandic border.
Here is traveling money.” He plucked a pouch from his robe and
tossed it at her, and she caught it neatly. “I glimpsed him when he
left the woods, but then the Guardian took over, so I’m counting on
you now.”

“And how am I supposed to fool the Guardian?”
The very thought sent a nervous frisson up her back.

“I don’t expect that you will. But good
luck!”

With a jaunty wave, the Inquisitor Archmagus
stepped through the portal and collapsed it behind himself. Dasira
scowled at the empty wall, then turned on her heel. She had to weed
through the laundress’s belongings and pack, figure out how to get
to Cantorin and find Cob, decide what to say when she saw him…

Decide whether or not to just stab herself
with Serindas right now.

Piking maniac, she thought. And he
didn’t even tell me who else he was sending.

Light help me, some day I will kill him.
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Chapter 1 – Out of the Woods

 


On the last hill overlooking Cantorin, where
the protectorate of Wyndon ended and the province of Amandon began,
two shapes paused in the late afternoon light. Behind them, the
Mist Forest was already distant, its snowclad darkness furring the
westward rise of the land. Ahead, the only trees were ragged
windbreaks, their branches iced and their roots bunched beneath
crumbling walls that had once defined fields.

The city sprawled whitely in its thin cloak
of snow. A half-frozen river cut through it, north to south, with
the hulks of caravans rumbling along the road that paralleled its
length. Too late for the barges, too early for the ice sledges. On
the far bank, the buildings huddled comfortably, squat and square
and sober, the spires of a few Light temples rising from amongst
them. Icicles glittered on rain gutters and smoke ghosted up from
the chimneys of high-peaked roofs.

On the near bank were ruins.

The Imperial Road ran down the hill beside
the two watchers. They had shadowed it through much of the trek
east, but no forests shrouded its embankments now; it led down
through a treeless expanse to the only gap in the low wall that
surrounded the ruins. A guard-post stood there, a few wagons
rattling along the road beyond it toward the bridge and the living
city, but there was no foot-traffic on the near side, only a
wilderness of fallen columns and cannibalized structures. It was
like the river had cut the city in two, one half to thrive, the
other to die.

“What d’you think, Arik?” Cob mumbled through
the muffle of his scarf.

The wolf, Arik, looked up at him with ears
perked. A northern quillwolf, he was big and bristly, pale grey in
pelt, shoulder the height of Cob's hip—and Cob was a tall young
man, if thin from too much exertion and too little food. But Arik
was more than just a big animal. Though he preferred to stay in
wolf-form, he could change his shape into that of a man or a
monster, and over the past two weeks of trekking through the Mist
Forest, he had become Cob’s friend. A real one, not like the liars
and criminals he'd known before. Now he wagged his tail
encouragingly, which Cob knew was for his benefit; Arik wasn't a
dog but sometimes acted like one so that he could understand.

“Yeah, I know,” Cob said, staring down at the
city beyond the ruins. “We have to go in. I need the help.
But…”

He exhaled through the scarf. It wasn't the
first time that he'd stood on the outskirts of civilization, more
wary than wanting. He didn't like the crowds, the narrow streets,
the corruption and darkness that seemed to breed around any
tight-packed mass of humanity. He'd spent too much time as a legacy
slave to have much faith in mankind.

But he couldn't break free on his own.

“Don’t even have travel papers,” he muttered.
“They probably won’t let us in. And then what d’we do, eh?”

The wolf leaned his head against Cob’s leg,
staring up at him attentively, and Cob curled fingers in the thick
grey ruff and tried to draw comfort from the companionship. He knew
he couldn't have made it through the woods without Arik. Partly
that was due to his ineptitude at hunting and gathering; years of
living at the quarry and then the army camp had dulled his
childhood skills, and in this land he couldn't tell poison from
food.

The other part, though, was the solitude. He
used to like being alone with his thoughts, but now bad memories
assailed him at every turn. After Darilan’s death, he'd felt like a
sleepwalker, and had seriously considered lying down in the snow
and letting it pile over him like a blanket. Closing his eyes and
just letting go. It would have solved his problems and set free the
Guardian trapped inside him, an easy exit for everyone.

But Arik never let him. The wolf had hunted
for him, herded him, and was always there to stick a cold nose down
the back of his coat or lick him somewhere uncomfortable, like the
inside of his ear. He'd found it hard to stay desolate when he was
busy grinding snow into an obnoxious waggy beast. And now he felt
all right. Cold, tired, but not sad.

As long as he didn't think about it.

He closed his eyes and concentrated on the
Guardian. Its presence was coiled down in the depths of his mind,
silent but watchful—his reluctant passenger, a Dark spirit locked
inside his flesh and stitched to his soul by the mages of the Risen
Phoenix Empire. Sometimes it rode him, taking control when his
consciousness lapsed, but usually it just lurked. He'd spoken with
it once in Thynbell, while it struggled to mend him from the damage
inflicted by the necromancer Morshoc.

Or rather, he'd spoken with them. Five
figures, each a former Guardian vessel, the last of them his
father. They'd tried to teach him, tried to warn him, but he
remembered little of what they'd said, for he'd been pursued
through that dream by Imperial magic and a malicious shard of the
Ravager—the Guardian’s predatory counterpart—in the person of
Morshoc.

And once he'd awoken, there had been little
time for thought. Seduced, shackled, ambushed, rescued and
ultimately forced to fight his best friend and worst enemy while
the Dark figures looked on in silence, he had made the only choices
that seemed right.

The Guardian hadn't spoken to him since.

In its defense, he wasn't sure it could. It
had sent him impressions before but nothing like speech. At least
it was awake now, if not talkative; in the Mist Forest he'd barely
been able to sense it. Still, he would have appreciated some
direction from the entity he was trying to free.

“Maybe they’ll let us in anyway,” he
muttered, looking down to the guard-post. He patted the pouch at
his belt, the few coins in it clinking. Like most of his
gear—scarf, boots, hat, gloves, coat and pack—it was stolen from
Wyndish homes they'd passed on their way east, but he comforted
himself with the knowledge that it was all essentially discards.
Wynds, it seemed, left their individual houses in winter to gather
in family lodges, leaving behind cold hearths and holey clothes and
the occasional forgotten coin. Breaking in was easy; finding
anything useful was not.

Cob felt bad about the burglaries, but he
didn't want to freeze. And he had always closed up the houses
afterward.

The wolf nudged his leg and looked expectant,
and he sighed. “Not gonna shift?” In response, the wolf bent down
to chew ice from between his furry toes. “Yeah, I know it’s cold,”
Cob said, used to the one-sided conversations, “but I’m not a city
sort. I mean, I know you’re not either, but y’still better-traveled
than me…”

The wolf’s ears stayed perked, but he seemed
more interested in the taste of his paws. Cob blew out another sigh
and said, “Fine. I s’pose I gotta learn how to deal with people
eventually. But I dunno if they’ll let you in like this. Light,
you’re a wolf.”

With a huff of amusement, the wolf left off
chewing and bounded a circle around him, then started down the
slope.

Cob shook his head and followed after, the
scarf hiding his smile. The thin snow crunched under his boots,
half-ice and half-thawed by the lowland sunshine. It was a decent
day for mid-early winter, the sky bright and the air less
knife-like than up by Thynbell, but it had been hard to see the
mother moon from within the Mist Forest so he'd lost track of its
phase, and with it the date.

Which was fine. He wasn't in a hurry even
though he had a plan. In fact, if not for his need to be rid of the
Guardian, he might have run back into the woods and never come
out.

First step: Find the Trifolders and beg
for help. Second: Kill Morshoc.

He cursed the night that Morshoc had arrived
and driven off Jasper, the kindly carter and secret Trifold priest.
If he'd stayed with Jasper, he could have prevented more deaths
than he cared to think about, and the fact that it hadn't been his
choice—the fact that Morshoc had some power over the old man—didn't
alleviate the feeling of failure.

But Jasper had offered the Trifold’s support,
in an oblique manner, and now that Cob knew more about the trouble
he was facing with the Guardian and the Empire, he was prepared to
accept it. The Trifolders were heretics, which still mattered to
him, but he had resolved to set that aside. He followed the
Imperial Light but as long as no one tried to convert him, he
wouldn't have to punch them. He would keep his tongue in check, his
opinions to himself, and let them do what they could.

He stepped onto the slate-paved road as they
drew near the open gate, the wolf paralleling him through the snow.
At the guard-post, the two soldiers straightened and broke off
their conversation. They wore tan-and-purple livery over chainmail,
with a badge on one shoulder of yellow crenelations surrounding a
sheaf of grain. Not Gold Army; probably provincial militia. They
both had pikes and shields, but one wore a satchel slung across his
body. As Cob halted before them, he realized that their eyes were
level with his chin though their bell-shaped helms made them look
taller. He felt suddenly conspicuous.

“Mountain folk, is it?” said the
satchel-man.

Cob pulled down his scarf, wondering how they
could tell. “Yeah,” he said as the wolf drifted to his side. “I’m
on the pilgrimage, but I don’t have papers…”

“They never have papers,” muttered the
pikeman. Cob looked at him askance.

The satchel-man sighed, but rather than raise
his weapon as Cob had half-expected, he just unsnapped the clasp of
the satchel and pulled out a logbook and charcoal stick.
“Name.”

“Uh, what for?” Cob said.

The man looked up from under the bill of his
helm, weathered face showing plainly that he considered Cob an
idiot. “For our records. I know you Darronwayn don’t trouble
yourselves with the likes of reading and writing and
record-keeping, but down here in the civilized world we have this
thing called ‘the law’. You can buy yourself some papers at your
embassy but I need your name and origin before we can let you
in.”

Darronwayn? Cob thought. “Uh…”

“Name,” the man prompted sternly.

“Aloyan Erosei.” It wasn't exactly a lie. He
had used the name before, and Aloyan Erosei the Younger was living
in his head with the rest of the Guardian vessels. Using his own
name seemed more dangerous than using that of an ancient
Kerrindrixi hero, since Cob was on the Crimson Army’s listing as a
slave.

“How do you spell that?”

“I dunno.”

The pikeman snorted, but the other just shook
his head and mouthed the name silently as he noted it down on a
clean page. “Place of origin?”

“What?”

“The last place you were in that had an
actual name,” said the man with studied patience.

Cob furrowed his brows and racked his brain
for the name of somewhere in Darronwy. It was the province just
north of Amandon, he knew, sandwiched between the bandit-riddled
Khaeleokiel Mountains and the lowland swamps of Daecia. But he had
never met anyone from there, and beside a vague impression of woods
and mountains and bears, he knew nothing about it. He was from
Kerrindryr far in the west, not from Darronwy, and though evidently
he shared his looks with the Darronwayn, he didn't know its
cities.

“Thynbell,” he said finally. “A while
back.”

“Thynbell in Wyndon?”

“Yeah.”

“But you don’t have papers.”

“No. I lost ‘em.” Along with
Morshoc.

For a moment the memory swarmed him: the
screams of horses and men, the vivid energy-wings, the corpse’s
spine shattering in his clinch. His own blood streaming from
freshly opened scars. He swallowed bile and fixed his gaze on the
guard, hoping his grimace would be mistaken for embarrassment.

The satchel-man hrmed and added a few more
scribbles to his entry. Cob wished he could read. He had a feeling
the guard wasn't writing good things. “And your wolf?”

“He’s not a wolf. He’s a big dog,” said
Cob.

“It’s a wolf,” said the pikeman flatly.

Cob glanced down at the wolf, who sat and
lolled his tongue out in a fair impression of doggishness. “He’s a
dog,” he tried again.

The guards exchanged looks, then the
satchel-man shook his head and made another note in the logbook.
“Don’t have to bullshit us,” he said. “Some lunatic from the hills
brought in a bear a few weeks ago. Tame bear. Had the papers for it
though. I don’t know what you people do up there with your critters
and I don’t want to, but you’re going to need papers for your wolf
too. Just admit it to the embassy and don’t try to pretend it’s a
dog.”

“But— All right,” Cob said lamely. “Does that
cost much?”

“Probably. And if it bites anyone, you’re
both dead. Now pay the toll.”

“You toll pilgrims?”

“We toll everyone.”

With reluctance, Cob pulled the coin-pouch
from his belt and tugged it open. There was mostly brass in it, and
a few bronze bits. “How much?”

“One man, one beast, no trade goods: five
nar.”

"Nar, that's the—"

"The little brassy one."

Cob nodded and counted them into the
satchel-man’s hand. “So the embassy is…?”

“Over the bridge, two streets north, big
stone place with the blue and yellow banners. Get your papers
before the morning or you’ll have to ransom yourself out of jail.
Wolf too.” He noted the payment, snapped the logbook shut and
tucked it away, then pulled out what looked like a stick of red
chalk and gestured for Cob to extend his hand. Blinking, Cob did
so, and the man pushed up his sleeve and sketched a mountain and a
five on his wrist with the stuff. It felt greasy. “Don’t wash that
off. Shows you came in today. And keep your beast under
control.”

Earth’s-day the fifth, thought Cob,
examining the mark. It’s Cylanmont, then. Been out of the army
less than a month.

“I’ll do my best, sir,” he said out loud. The
wolf, fortunately, made no comment.

The satchel-man gave him a curt nod and
retook his spot, and Cob passed between them with the wolf on his
heels, trying to ignore the nervous roil in his gut. In the
distance, Cantorin proper looked anything but foreboding, but it
would be his first true Imperial experience; while Thynbell was
also an Imperial city, Cob had spent most of his time there either
unconscious or locked-up, with only a glimpse of the city sights
through the barred window of his prison-carriage. Entering a real
Imperial Heartlands city on foot and free was something else
entirely.

He desperately wanted it to be a nice place.
He'd been brought up on stories of the Empire’s greatness and
benevolence, and though he'd seen the sour side of it, he still
believed in the sweet. There had to be some truth to the tales.
After all, why would so many people live in the Imperial Heartlands
if it was bad?

A few yards past the guards, his sharp ears
caught the pikeman mutter, “Darker than the usual woodsfolk.”

“Probably ogre-blood,” the satchel-man
replied. “You know them northerners. Shack up with anything.”

The pikeman snorted, and Cob felt their eyes
on his back. He picked up the pace.

It was a long stretch from the gate to the
bridge. The road had been scraped clear and the snow piled on
either side, leaving knee-high embankments to define the boundaries
of the ruins. No side-roads or foot-traffic or signs of life marred
that winter-shrouded expanse, but Cob’s gaze strayed across it
regardless, tracing the fallen blocks and broken walls as his
thoughts churned.

He wasn't Darronwayn, so heading to their
embassy would be foolish—as would wandering aimlessly through the
city, as he had learned in Bahlaer. Men his age were snapped up on
sight by Imperial and civil recruiters. The embassy might even be a
trap to catch stray Darronwayn men as they went to get papers.
While he'd once aspired to be a freesoldier, that dream had died
with Jas Fendil at the War Gate of the Crimson encampment, and he
couldn't risk his slave-brand being seen.

He wasn't sure what else to do, though. He
couldn't just go around asking about Trifolders; this was Imperial
territory, and if Trifold temples even existed here, they would
depend on secrecy to keep from being rooted out by the Gold Army.
Finding Shadow Folk might be easier, but they were just as anathema
to the Empire, and he thought it even less likely that they would
have visible enclaves like they had in Bahlaer.

Big gamble, Cob, he thought. If
not, what next? Keep on with the pilgrimage to Daecia City? Climb
onto the altar and let them destroy the Guardian after all?

It was a possibility. He felt like two people
sometimes, torn between the Light and the Dark. The image of the
Imperial City still burned in his head, all white stone and
shimmering spires. Redemption. Peace. An end to all of this.

But the Guardian wasn't what he'd expected,
and there was the matter of his father and Morshoc. If anything
could keep him tied to this world, it was revenge.

Halfway to the bridge, a wave of dizziness
halted him, and he swayed in his tracks, blinking. His first
thought was hunger; even with Arik hunting, there hadn't been much,
and he'd let the wolf have most of it. Half-cooked hare didn't sit
well in his stomach. But the dizziness gave way to a strange
buoyancy, and as the world shifted around him, he realized that he
was having a vision.

Gone were the snow and the winter sky. Gone
were the ruins. In their place rose columns strung with banners of
red and yellow, violet and blue, marked with pictograms that he
somehow understood as words. Hot-Water-Road.
Place-of-Spirit-Houses-Road. Below them, the wide streets were
tiled in wave-like patterns, and huge people plodded along—massive,
rotund, bald or bewigged people, their skin glossy red or black or
olive, their garments loose and flowing.

Ogres. Like Vina Treakhaher, the first
Guardian in his flying dream. Ogres in vibrant robes and sandals,
followed by smaller people in drabber attire—some furred like
skinchangers, some human, all walking behind as attendants. The
buildings that lined the streets were single-story but tall, with
curved roofs of polished tile and doorways wide enough for six
humans abreast. Beyond the city walls, the hills were covered in
vineyard and orchard and terraced fields, and to the east where the
river had been, there lay a vast glimmering lake, its surface
marred by the heavyset swimmers that bobbed there like corks in a
barrel.

Cob took it all in, puzzled. Then he spotted
Vina.

She wore no colorful robes; her garments were
strings of teeth and claws and the serpents that draped her dark,
sloping shoulders. She stood near the end of the Hot-Water-Road,
and though he couldn't make out her expression, he felt the
connection when their eyes met. Without breaking the gaze, she
turned down a cross-street and vanished among the towering
buildings. Despite the walls, he sensed her clearly, and followed
her progress as the floating sensation began to fade. The color
bled from the banners, the rooftops, the hills. Buildings crumbled.
Orchards died.

He blinked, and all was ruins once more. For
a moment he saw Vina's dark bulk outlined by the snow and wreckage,
then she too was gone. A pale grey banner twitched in the wind
where she had been.

“What was that about?” he muttered as the
Guardian's presence sank back into the depths. It didn't answer.
His head ached, but not as badly as it did when the spirit tried to
control him; hallucinations evidently took less effort.

Squinting, he regarded the banner. Vina had
obviously wanted him to see it, as if it was an answer to his
question, and though it was strange to think that the Trifolders or
the Shadow Folk would be out here in this desolation, on second
thought it made a kind of sense. There might be intact basements
among the ruins, or hidden structures—perhaps even the kind of
undercity he'd seen in Bahlaer—and this area didn't seem to be
patrolled.

He glanced to the guard-post, but the guards
weren't watching. When he looked back, he almost missed the banner,
so well-camouflaged was it by the rubble.

“Pikes,” he muttered. “So if I go to the
city, I might never spot it again. Which means the city’s gotta
wait.”

The way his heart lifted at that realization
made him feel like a coward. For all the dangers the city
represented, a part of him wanted to brave it—not skulk around in
the rubble. Pragmatism dictated he take the evasive way, though,
and with mixed regret and relief, he focused on the banner. A cold
nose nudged his hand and he nodded, not daring to look away. “Yeah,
we’re takin’ the detour,” he told the wolf, then stepped over the
low snowbank into the pristine white.

The wolf sprang after him eagerly, and
together they crunched toward the interior. The snow deepened to
mid-shin, and Cob angled toward the nearest ruined wall, wanting to
stay out of sight in case the guards looked back. It would be
frighteningly easy for someone to track him. The wolf let him break
trail, occasionally peeking past his waist to see where they were
going, and Cob did his best to keep the position of the banner
fixed in his mind.

That this had once been an ogre place amazed
him. He dimly remembered his dream of Vina and her army and their
long march past the red rocks of Varaku; evidently the ogres had
once spread their influence far and wide. Now they were found only
in the northern lands—mostly Krovichanka and Gejara—and no
full-blooded ogre had passed through the Pinch in a hundred years.
Gejaran ogrekin sometimes found employment with the Imperial Armies
as mercenaries, and evidently there was some of the bloodline in
Darronwy, but it was strange to think that things had once been so
different.

Then again, much of what the Guardian showed
him was different. Swamps where arid grassland now grew, mountains
turned to islands, the plateaus of Varaku standing unbroken, the
Rift gone—to say nothing of the cities, the people. Thousands of
years of upheaval lurked in his head, and it troubled him.

He navigated cautiously among the crumbled
buildings. It was colder in their shadows, and he drew his coat
tighter; two years spent in the scorched plains of Illane had taken
the edge from his Kerrindrixi cold-tolerance and he had yet to get
it back. All was silent beside the crunch of his boots in the snow,
but when he reached the turn that Vina had gone down, he spotted
another set of tracks.

He blinked. Certainly those were not Vina’s
prints.

Peeking around the corner, he saw nothing but
ruins, no movement but the distant flick of the banner. No sound
but his breath and the wolf’s soft panting. Warily, he moved to the
new tracks and felt their edges. The snow inside was still soft,
neither melted nor refrozen, and the boot-prints were small but
deeply impressed: a woman or a child carrying a heavy burden. The
trail seemed to run parallel to the road, toward the banner.

“That means someone’s there,” he told the
wolf softly. “Suppose that’s a good thing.”

The wolf leaned in to sniff the tracks, then
nudged Cob banner-ward with his head.

They followed the trail to the entryway of a
roofless stone ruin, its broken walls shellacked with ice. The
inside was shadowed, and Cob sidled in carefully, feeling more ice
on the floor. Shattered columns littered the interior, and from
their placement he guessed that this had been a banquet hall or
temple—no inner walls, just a vast gallery. If there had been
furniture, it had rotted away long ago.

The banner hung from a surviving column that
jutted from a platform at the rear of the building like a tusk in a
ruined jaw. It had a mark on it of three crossed lines, the same as
the etching on the bronze band Jasper had given him in Bahlaer. Cob
had lost that in Thynbell along with everything else he'd owned,
but he still remembered it. Jasper had said it would protect
him.

A Trifold place, then.

The ice showed no tracks, so Cob picked his
way through the rubble toward the banner. There was no further to
go—the back wall looming and cyclopean, a hole gaping where its
window had been—but as he approached the column he saw a square
chiseled from the ice on the floor behind it. A trapdoor, almost
blending in with the stone. He crouched before it, and the wolf
sniffed the edge. A slight indent in the stone showed him where to
grip.

“What d'you think?” he murmured.

The wolf huffed, then chewed at his paw.

“You’re too helpful.”

Regarding the trapdoor, he noted that the rim
of the gripping indent was painted red. In his mind’s eye he saw
Ammala Cray’s house in Illane, its doorway painted the same.

“Protection,” he said. “Definitely
Trifolders. So it should be safe, right?” The wolf didn't answer,
so with a deep breath, Cob wedged his hands into the gap and hauled
the trapdoor open.

Warm air gusted up and dissipated in the
chill. Beneath was a square hole edged in red. Slick, rough-hewn
steps descended into dimness.

The wolf sidled forward and gingerly extended
a paw to touch the first step. When nothing happened, he slunk in,
nails clicking on the stone. Cob waited for him to get a few steps
down, then slid in after, lowering the door behind him. As the
light from above faded, a faint warm glow bloomed from below.

Another step down, and Cob bumped into the
wolf, who had paused. “What?” he whispered.

The wolf huffed again, then Cob heard the pop
of joints and creak of stretching sinews. He grimaced; however
familiar this had become, it was still unnerving. He reached back
to pull the rolled-up chiton from the top of his pack as the wolf
rose onto two legs, blocking the glow. “So now you wanna be
human?”

“Yes,” came Arik’s voice in the dark, rusty
from disuse. “It is warm enough in here.”

“Want your boots?”

“Not yet.”

Cob passed the chiton into the skinchanger’s
hairy-knuckled hand, then leaned away while he pulled it on. As a
wolf, Arik had come to Cob’s rescue twelve days ago when he'd been
fleeing the ambushed caravan with Gold soldiers on his heels. He'd
never met a skinchanger before, and at first it was terrifying, but
now it was just awkward when Arik decided to walk around naked. Cob
had improvised the chiton out of a blanket to deal with that
problem.

After a few moments, a tug came at Cob’s
wrist, and he followed it down the stairs, squinting in the gloom.
It took him a few steps to register that this meant Arik was
leading, and he scowled and grabbed the skinchanger’s arm. Arik
paused; Cob could almost sense his ears perk.

“We talked about this,” Cob said softly. “I’m
the leader, so I lead.” He moved to slip by.

Arik squished him against the tunnel wall
with hulking, muscular ease. Cob was tall but in human form Arik
was taller, and broader, and heavier—a full adult, though bony,
whereas Cob’s seventeen years hadn't yet filled him out. “Too
dangerous,” Arik growled, breath carnivore-fetid.

Cob grimaced and pushed at his face with one
hand. “We agreed,” he said through his teeth. “I’m the Guardian. If
I say I go first—“

“Yes, you are alpha. But you are deer,” said
the skinchanger, adjusting to keep Cob from wiggling past. “I must
put myself between delicious deer and other predators. You must
lead from behind.” Then he licked Cob across the eyebrow and
stepped down.

Cob scowled and wiped his forehead
vigorously. He hated when Arik did that in man-form. It was much
easier to deal with him as a wolf.

Pushing the annoyance from his mind, he
squinted ahead. The stairs ended not far below, becoming a corridor
etched with channels to divert meltwater. At the end stood an
archway that gave a glimpse of a pillared chamber, bright with the
flicker of firelight. Arik’s silhouette stood out against the
light, prowling and wary, and to spite him, Cob called out, “Hoi!”
and saw him wince.

A moment passed, then figures moved to block
the light. “Who goes there?” came a flat female voice.

“A friend of Jasper’s,” Cob said.

More silhouetted figures moved in, and Cob
caught the faint buzz of conversation. At the base of the steps,
Arik stood still as a hare beneath a hawk’s eye.

Finally the first woman said, “Come on then,
don’t lurk.”

Cob stepped down, feeling smug, but as he
came level with Arik, he saw the Trifolders and stopped short.

First in line was the one who must have
answered his call: a lean older woman, her iron-grey hair
close-cropped, her polished armor reflecting the glow of the
braziers inset in the chamber walls beyond. She held a heavy
crossbow pointed at Cob, and the haft of a two-handed maul stuck up
over her plated shoulder. To either side of her were women in
red-painted chainmail, younger but no less severe, with crossbows
of their own. Beyond them, a small crowd had withdrawn toward the
opposite end of the room, consisting mostly of women in brown
dresses, girls and a few boys in pants and white tunics, and
grim-looking old folk.

Cob had known Ammala Cray the farm-woman,
Jasper the tinker, and Jasper’s Bahlaeran Trifolder constituents.
This was not what he'd expected, and suddenly he was all too aware
of how disreputable he must look. Twelve days’ worth of grime and
stubble did not make for a good first impression.

“And where is Jasper these days?” the stern
woman prompted.

“Midland Illane, last I saw him,” Cob said
cautiously. “Near Bahlaer.”

“Far away. Who are you, then?”

“Cob. This’s Arik. We’re lookin’ for
help.”

“And how did you find us?”

“Uh… I had a vision.”

The woman’s left eyebrow cocked, and she
lowered the crossbow slightly. “A vision.”

“Yeah. I’m shelterin’ a spirit. It shows me
stuff sometimes.”

Whispers rippled through the crowd at the
word ‘spirit’, and the stern woman tilted her head, then lowered
the crossbow. The others followed her lead. “Well, you haven’t
tripped the wards,” she said. “Do you seek guidance or aid?”

“Both?”

“Come along, then. We’ll talk to the Mother
Matriarch.”

With that, the woman turned and strode toward
the corridor that led from the room. Cob blinked after her,
surprised by the brusque reception, and as the younger guards
retook their posts to either side of the arch, he traded a glance
with Arik.

The skinchanger didn't look happy. In the
irregular light his chiseled features and heavy brows made him seem
villainous, his shaggy grey hair wild, his slanted eyes reflecting
like blue steel, but when he met Cob’s gaze he smiled a weak
close-mouthed smile and sidled over to bump shoulders with him
reassuringly.

Swallowing his trepidation, Cob gave Arik a
nod and led the way after the guard-captain. The women and children
withdrew from his path, whispering behind their hands; he tried not
to notice and instead focused on his surroundings. The first
chamber was plain and square, built of fitted stone and crammed
with baskets and cushions and looms, but the hall beyond was lined
with semicircular cubbies holding bronze-footed caskets and lit by
votive lamps and candles. Etched into each casket was one of three
symbols: sword, torch or hammer.

A crypt, he thought, the hairs on the
back of his neck rising. The floors were swept, the plaques
polished, and the rooms they passed through were filled with life—a
chamber lined with red and brown couches on which knitting women
chatted together, a dining room full of children and their minders,
a glimpse of a busy kitchen down one hall and a playroom down
another—but the caskets were everywhere. The dead were everywhere,
and no one seemed bothered.

In Kerrindryr, with its limited arable land,
the practice was sky burial. In the Crimson Army it was the barrow
mounds. The idea of living among the dead unnerved Cob
thoroughly.

Another chamber, another hallway, and the
guard-captain’s brisk steps finally slowed. Cob closed the distance
as a new room opened ahead of them, square like the others but
larger, with no other entrances and no caskets. A low dais edged
the far wall, with a stone slab draped in broad swaths of red,
brown and grey cloth as its center-point. Archaic swords, censers,
hammers, hauberks and helms hung from hooks driven into the wall
behind it, encircled by viney coils of red paint, but it was no
armory; many of the objects were gouged and broken, and each had a
small bronze plaque nailed beneath. Candles and lamps festooned the
chamber, casting glints on the broken relics and picking out
metallic threads in the cloth on the altar.

Three large cushions lay on the floor before
the dais, with woven mats carpeting the rest of the room. On the
central cushion, a dark-haired woman sat cross-legged, her face
upturned and her eyes closed as if meditating. She was of middle
years and painfully thin, the skin tight across her cheeks and the
blade of her nose, and her drab brown dress draped loose on her,
its sleeves and hem trimmed with tiny bronze bells.

“Mother Matriarch,” said the stern woman,
moving to kneel before her.

The Mother Matriarch opened her eyes, and Cob
sucked in an involuntary breath. They were milky white, so heavily
cataracted that they almost looked blank. “Yes, Sister Talla?” she
said, her voice slow and serene, dreamy.

“We have visitors, Mother. Two outsiders, men
named Cob and Arik. They say they know Jasper, and seek aid and
guidance.”

The blind woman’s placid face brightened and
she smiled, her blank gaze somehow seeking out Cob’s. “Oh, how is
the old lion? He hasn’t visited in quite a while. Off in the west,
I think.”

“He seemed fine, ma’am,” said Cob cautiously.
Sister Talla shot him a reproving look, which he met with furrowed
brows before he clued in. “Uh…Mother.” The title felt strange on
his lips.

“I’m sure he is. He always is,” said the
Mother Matriarch warmly. She gestured to the mats before her, the
bells on her sleeve chiming softly. “Do make yourselves
comfortable.”

Cob glanced to Arik, who nodded slightly,
then looked over his shoulder at the sound of whispers. A small mob
of Trifolders clogged the hall they had just come down—men, women
and children in the colors of the altar cloths, their expressions a
mix of interest and unease. Self-conscious, Cob turned his back to
them and sank down on the mat, and Arik crouched at his side.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” said the
blind woman as Sister Talla took up a vigilant position by her
cushion. “I am Mother Matriarch Aglavyn of the Trifold Temple of
Shared Light. You have met my Matron of the Forge, Sister Justiciar
Talla, and I hear that a few of our little sisters and brothers
have gathered…”

A girl in the crowd stifled a nervous giggle.
Cob took a deep breath as the Mother Matriarch’s white gaze turned
back to him expectantly.

“Thanks for seein' us so quick,” he said.
“I’m Cob. Cobrin son of Dernyel, from Kerrindryr. With me’s my
friend Arik from Wyndon. I think.” Beside him, Arik shrugged as if
to say ‘close enough’, and the Mother Matriarch smiled.

“It is a pleasure to have you in our humble
temple,” she said. “All who seek sanctuary are welcome here, be
they within the faith or not. It is the Way of the Hearth. And your
other companion? Shall she introduce herself?”

“Her—?” Cob started, but swallowed the word
as the Guardian’s weighty coils shifted in his chest. For a moment
twin spots on his forehead twinged: the place where the Guardian’s
antlers manifested. He willed it to settle down. This was his plan,
and though he didn't think it could take him over on a whim, he
didn't want to test that theory.

To his surprise, it subsided without
fuss.

“No, I’ll do that,” said Cob. “I’m carryin’
the Guardian, Aesangat, one of the Great Spirits of the shiftin’
folk. It’s the reason I’m here.”

Murmurs chorused through the crowd, but the
Mother Matriarch just raised her eyebrows. The bells in her sleeves
shivered as she gestured for quiet. “Then it is no wonder that you
would encounter Jasper. On behalf of the temple, I bid you welcome,
Aesangat. It has been far too long. How may we serve you?”

“Serve me?” Cob glanced around. The small
chamber was filled to the brim with Trifolders, all eyes on him,
and though some faces were wary, many showed awe and reverence. He
had expected help but not such instant and overwhelming attention,
and it made his face heat. To have so many people—so many
women—watching him like that…

He looked away, squashing untoward thoughts.
“What d’you mean?”

“It is our duty to aid the Guardian,” said
Sister Talla flatly. He focused on her; she was more what he had
expected, her square face sober, eyes sharp as knives. Ammala Cray
had been that stern when she was angry. “Aesangat has been our ally
since the joining of the three goddesses many centuries ago. Sword
Maiden Breana and Hearth Mother Brigydde were once human, but Forge
Matron Brancir is a spirit, one of the Guardian’s kin.”

Cob stared. He knew that third name. Brancir
was the Silver One, the Mountain Queen—a heretic goddess of
Kerrindryr whose worship had been banned by the Empire upon its
annexation. She was the creator of the Muriae, who lived within the
Thundercloak Mountains and whose historical exploits had been the
bedrock of his childhood, and she had imbued Aloyan Erosei the
Elder—Kerrindryr’s national hero—with the power to hold back
Kerrindryr’s ancestral enemies, the Jernizen and the northern
ogrekin. He still remembered the stories of her and Senket the Sky
King, but though he'd never worshiped them, he'd officially
renounced them at age twelve when he'd converted to the Imperial
Light.

“But…Brancir’s a spirit of metal. Silver,” he
managed finally. “She should be on the Ravager’s side, not
mine.”

“They are the same side,” said the Mother
Matriarch gently. “The Guardian and Ravager are meant to keep the
balance of the spirit world, just as the Trifold Goddess seeks to
mediate between spirits and deities, and as the God of Law once
oversaw the balance of deific power.”

But the God of Law is dead, Cob
thought, and the Ravager is insane. Don’t you know that?

He was opening his mouth to voice that
question when he realized that perhaps there was a reason they
didn't know. According to what he had learned, the Guardian and the
Ravager were spirits of beasts and skinchangers—not elementals like
Brancir, and not even humans. They were predator and prey, beholden
only to their instincts and responsible only for their people.
Perhaps they thought their fight was no one else’s business.

Well, too bad.

“The balance is already broken,” he said
aloud. “The Ravager attacked me, almost killed me. He’s been
killin’ other Guardian vessels for hundreds of years, but now the
Guardian is trapped inside me because the Imperials caught it with
magic. It can’t leave, can’t talk, can’t act on its own. We want to
be free of each other before the Ravager or the Empire finds us
again. That’s why it brought me here.”

A ripple of unease went through the gathered
Trifolders, and the Mother Matriarch frowned, her thin face drawing
tight with concern. “You have been in conflict for centuries? That
cannot be true.”

“I think it’s personal. It’s been the same
Ravager for a long time—this man Morshoc—and he did somethin’ bad.
Tried to open the Seals. I don’t think he succeeded but it pissed
the Guardian off.”

The Mother Matriarch’s brows furrowed, and
she shook her head. “I do not know of this Morshoc, but there
should be no magic strong enough to bind a Great Spirit. The
wraiths tried long ago, but though they snared and destroyed many
lesser spirits, they could not hold the Guardian or Ravager. If the
Empire has discovered such a power…”

“Morshoc said he could undo the bonds. But we
had a falling-out,” Cob said, remembering all too clearly the
corpses spread before the Riftwatch towers. Ammala’s son Paol had
died there, and thinking about it brought the poisonous anger up to
choke him. He looked away, trying to stay in control. “He’s a
necromancer, so maybe it’s that. The Guardian says I’ve got
splinters in me—pieces of other people’s souls—and that’s what
necromancers do, right? Muck around with bodies and souls?”

“Yes,” said the Mother Matriarch, still
frowning. “The ways of necromancers are not unknown to us. They
twist their victims to their will, but they have never had power
over spirits, only human souls. And outside of the Haarakash and
wraithkind, their practices have been eradicated from the north.
Certainly we would have heard if there were necromancers being
trained for Imperial service.”

Cob shrugged. “That’s what I know. Can you
help?”

The Mother Matriarch looked thoughtful, then
nodded slowly. “Yes, perhaps, if what you wish is to have your
bonds broken. We are not sorcerers, but a ritual cleansing may help
weaken the magic sufficiently for the Guardian to break free.”

“Good.”

“And what will you do once you are no longer
the Guardian?”

Cob opened his mouth to say Kill
Morshoc, then thought better of it. Agreeable as these women
seemed, he didn't trust them, especially now that he knew one of
their goddesses was Brancir. Morshoc had snapped at him once to
stay away from the metal-folk—that they were his folk, not
Cob’s—and that possessiveness made Cob wonder how neutral the
Trifolders would be in a conflict between Guardian and Ravager. To
admit that he meant to kill the Ravager vessel might turn them
against him.

After all, Jasper had been friendly with
Morshoc too.

“Dunno,” he said instead. “Guess I’ll have to
see. Though we could use some travel papers.”

The Mother Matriarch regarded him blindly,
and he fidgeted; it was as if her blank eyes saw past his skin into
the roil of his soul. “Yes, of course,” she said finally, and
beckoned to Sister Talla, who leaned down to offer her arm. “I will
prepare the cleansing ritual,” she said as she rose with the stern
woman’s help, “and in the meanwhile we will have supplies and
papers gathered for you. We should also see the two of you fed. We
are nothing without our hospitality.”

“Find Sister Sentinel Merroh,” Sister Talla
called to the crowd, which dispersed into purposeful action.

Cob rose slowly, straightening his clothes,
and watched as Sister Talla led the Mother Matriarch to the altar.
A hand touched his arm and he turned to find a young woman in a
brown dress smiling up at him, her hair bound in elaborate braids.
“Please accompany me to the dining hall, great sir,” she said.
Behind her, Arik rose from his crouch and waggled his bushy
brows.

Cob managed not to glare at the skinchanger.
“Yeah, all right,” he mumbled, and fell into step after the woman,
all too aware of the sway of her hips beneath the bland dress.
Suddenly it didn't seem so wise to have come here.


 


 


 



Chapter 2 – Sword, Torch and Hammer

 


In the backwash of the impromptu gathering,
the dining hall was full. Women and girls clustered on the couches
that lined the walls, apparently self-segregated by attire: the
brown-dressed women together, the girls in men’s clothes whispering
to each other behind their hands. A few older men lingered in a
hallway, trading muttered comments. They wore grey, and their eyes
followed Cob and Arik as the young priestess led them to a
table.

All eyes did.

Cob wanted to crawl under a bench. He'd never
liked attention, and knew that if he hadn't been carrying the
Guardian, he wouldn't be getting it now. Arik, on the other hand,
beamed at the observers and hooked an arm across Cob’s shoulders.
Cob elbowed him in the ribs.

“Oh no,” said Arik, “I am being poked by a
twig.”

“I’ll be right back with something for you,”
said the young priestess, visibly amused. Annoyed, Cob squirmed
free of Arik’s arm and sat on a bench seat. The skinchanger plunked
down next to him.

“I’m not a twig,” Cob muttered. “Try t’be
serious.”

Arik pinched his elbow through the layers of
coat and shirt, and Cob jabbed him again in retribution. The
skinchanger arm-blocked and for a moment they struggled for
dominance over the bench before Arik flopped back with a mournful
sound of defeat.

Smothered giggles ran through the crowd.
Cob’s face burned, and he slumped against the table to cover his
head with his arms. Stinkin’ distracting wolves, he thought.
A big hand ruffled his hair and he growled, trying to squelch the
embarrassment.

“Do not worry,” Arik said in a low voice,
“the females are still attracted to you even if you are twiggy and
strange. I can smell it.”

Cob banged his forehead on the tabletop.

He'd never been around many women. Nine years
of slaving in the quarry then serving in the Crimson Army had
isolated him from them to the point that they'd become
mythological. Since going rogue, he'd met Ammala Cray and Lark and
Lady Annia, but they too had been unfathomable and unreal. Now he
was surrounded by them.

And they were laughing at him.

“Several of them are fertile,” Arik continued
conspiratorially. “I will point them out. This is the proper season
for making babies.”

“Stop tryin’ to be helpful,” Cob hissed.

A bowl slid in front of him. He sat up
guiltily, hoping no one had heard, and blinked. The server wasn't
the priestess but one of those young women in men’s garb. His gaze
traveled up the lacings of her red shirt to her face.

She smiled. It was part polite, part
measuring, as if she was deciding whether she should punch him for
staring. She looked like the type who would; her curly hair was
bound back professionally tight, her sleeves rolled up to show the
sinewy arms of a fighter, her whole stance and body firm. Her eyes
were dark stones in a focused face, not quite pretty—too wide, too
stubborn-jawed.

Then she dimpled at him and set down another
bowl, benign as any of the others.

“Go ahead,” she said, nodding to the plates
as she continued to place them. Cob looked down and took a deep
breath, inhaling the aromas of hot food for the first time in
weeks.

Compared to stringy winter hare, it was a
banquet. Steam coiled up from bowls of mashed root vegetables with
butter, cheese-and-onion pie, and briney salt pork with cracked
grain and snowbeans and greens. There was herb-bread and two mugs
of something cidery, also steaming, and Arik stared fixedly at Cob
until he took the first bite of the salt pork. Then the skinchanger
started loading his plate like it was a competition.

For a while they ate like starving dogs,
ignoring the world beyond their plates. After a few slivers of
pork, Cob decided he didn't like it—disappointing for having dreamt
of bacon while in the Army—and let Arik exile the greens to his
plate in exchange. They split the bread, but when Arik tried to
sneak the pie away, Cob yanked it back. He was willing to share,
but Arik kept inching it toward himself every time Cob looked
elsewhere, so Cob kept reclaiming it until finally he realized that
Arik wasn't eating it, just stealing it. He was playing again.

That had frustrated him to no end when they
were in the forest together. The wolf pouncing him and streaking
away, nabbing his hat and hiding it, dancing around in the snow
with tail swishing wildly… Over and over again, pestering until
finally Cob snapped and chased him or threw snowballs after him or
wrestled the blasted creature into a snowbank.

He refused to think of it as fun, but when he
brandished his fork at Arik threateningly and Arik grinned, he
couldn't help echoing it. Arik’s fork came up in self-defense, and
for a few moments there was nothing but clashing tines, feints and
knuckle-stabbings.

Then the girl across the table snorted, and
Cob looked to her, embarrassed to realize she'd been watching. She
had a mug in her hand, and was settled on the opposite seat. A few
girls lingered behind her—dress-wearers and breeches-wearers both,
all around her age, which Cob guessed was also around his—but she
was the only one who had deigned to sit.

“Um,” said Cob, still fending off Arik’s
fork. “Good hospitality for bein’ in a crypt.”

“It’s not a crypt,” said the girl at the
table, “but thank you. I’m Fiora, and these are my friends. We’re
the novices here.” She offered her hand in the merchant’s way. The
other girls smiled or waved a little, but no one else gave a
name.

Dubious, Cob reached over to clasp Fiora’s
hand. It was small in his, and rosy tan against his weather-browned
skin, but her grip was strong and callused. She squeezed his
fingers as if trying to compete, so he squeezed back harder until
she made a face and pulled free, shaking her hand vigorously.

“Uh, sorry,” Cob said, suddenly not sure he
should have done that.

“No, it’s fine. So you’re the Guardian
vessel!” she said brightly.

“Yeah.”

“No offense, but I always thought you’d be a
woman. The Guardian’s a spirit of fertility and protection, right?
Earth and water, the womb? Though wood is kind of manly.”

The girls behind Fiora giggled, and Cob
flushed. “It’s not a woman,” he mumbled.

“Then what’s it like? Being the vessel.”

As he eyed her, the urge to air his
grievances rose like the tide. He opened his mouth to tell the
truth—that he hated and feared it, had never wanted it, that it had
ruined his life—but before the words could form, he looked at those
pretty, mildly interested faces and realized that they didn't want
to know. And he didn't want to tell them. They were strangers and
godfollowers, not friends.

Beside that, he didn’t want to sound like a
whiner.

“Annoying,” he said instead.

“Why’s that?”

“Because people ask me stupid questions.”

Fiora sat back, frowning, as the girls around
her laughed. “He’s right,” one of them said, “who asks a man why
he’s not a woman?”

“That wasn’t what I—“

“I have a better question,” said another girl
behind Fiora. She wore men’s garb too, but was fairer and sleeker,
like a rapier next to a machete. “I’m Tavia. Can you really cause
earthquakes like they say?”

Cob blinked. “Like who says?”

“The old tomes,” said a brunette in a brown
dress. “The shamans' tales and the pre-Imperial stuff. They say you
can do lots of things. Earthquakes, floods…”

“Change the seasons,” said another girl.

“Heal wounds, make plants grow…”

“Blot out the sun!”

“I don’t think I can do that,” said Cob
cautiously. The Guardian was silent inside.

“So what can you do?” said Fiora. The others
leaned forward, no longer shy.

Cob closed his eyes. In the dark of his mind
he saw the void that had yawned beneath him—within him—when he
fought the circles of imprisoning magic in Thynbell. That
terrifying emptiness. He hated admitting that he had opened himself
to such a thing.

“Break magic,” he said tersely.

Tavia crossed her arms. “That’s it?”

“The Guardian does the rest.”

“So why can’t you break your own bonds?” said
another girl in a dress. “If that’s your great skill, but you still
got caught by the Empire’s trap…”

Cob shrugged and looked away. “I dunno. It’s
like being in a cage; I can reach out but I can’t escape. I guess
the Guardian didn’t see it until it slammed shut.”

Some of the girls murmured in sympathy, which
only made Cob feel more awkward. “That’s unfortunate,” said Tavia,
“but really, you can’t do anything else?”

“Don’t hassle him,” said Fiora, eyeing Tavia.
“You say my questions are bad but then you start picking on
him?”

“I didn’t pick on him, I asked a pertinent
question. Just because it’s better than yours—“

“You wouldn’t even have come over if I hadn’t
had the guts to.”

“Ha! You think it’s a virtue, flinging
yourself at him?”

Fiora slammed her mug on the table and stood,
glaring. “Are we gonna have to duel again? Because I will kick your
bratty ass!”

Tavia planted her fists on her hips and
looked down her nose at Fiora, sneering, and as the other girls
withdrew to a safe spectating distance, Cob realized the two were
about to fight. He was surprised that girls really did that. When
his Army comrades talked about catfights, they sounded like pure
fantasies. He was tempted to let this go on, just to see if
hair-pulling and blouse-ripping really happened, but he knew it
would be a bad idea.

“Hoi. Ladies,” he said sharply. They both
turned their glares on him, and he scowled in return. “I dunno the
rules here, but I figure ‘no fightin' in front of guests’ might be
in there. So quit it before I pitch you into the snow to cool
off.”

Tavia’s expression went rigid, insulted, but
Fiora cracked a grin and saluted smartly. “Yessir, Guardian sir!”
she said, and plunked down in her seat, ignoring Tavia’s daggered
stare.

With a last frosty look for the two of them,
Tavia jerked her chin to the other girls, and like a flock of birds
they all wheeled together and fluttered off down a hallway. As the
last of them vanished into the corridor, Cob looked to Fiora, who
sat with chin propped in hand and fingers drumming on the table.
“Why are you still here?” he said.

She just grinned. He rubbed the bent bridge
of his nose and told himself to simmer down.

“All right,” he said finally, “if you’re not
goin’ away, then explain a few things to me. Like why you live in a
pikin' crypt.”

“It’s not a crypt.”

Cob pointed at the walls. Even in the dining
hall, they were covered with cubbies and caskets and plaques.

“That’s not what you think,” she said. “There
aren’t any corpses down here. We’re the followers of the Sacred
Flame; we cremate our dead. But the most dedicated of us choose to
stand guard over the living, so we mix their ashes with clay and
make effigies that they can possess if we need them.”

Cob stared at her, then at the walls.
“Effigies with ghosts in them?”

“Trifolder souls. Not ghosts. Ghosts are the
dead that Death has overlooked—and there aren’t many of those.”

“Isn’t it…necromancy?”

She made a face at him. “If it was the
priestesses pulling the souls into the effigies against their will,
then yes. But it’s not. The souls are all around us, and even
though we can’t see them, they stand ready to come to our aid.
That’s one of the reasons we haven’t been rooted out, I think. The
Gold Army hates us but they need our healers and they know we have
protectors.”

Cob’s skin crawled. His imagination spun
images of bronze plaques being kicked out, of clay men and women
sliding from their cubbies and marching into the streets. The
witchfolk had been dangerous enough as a subversive social circle,
but this was a whole new level of trouble.

“Anyway,” said Fiora, seemingly oblivious to
Cob’s distress, “we don’t all live here. Just the trainees and the
homeless, mostly us Breanans—sword maidens. Everyone else is
topside. The whole point of being a Brigyddian is that you care for
the sick and injured and needy, so you need to be available to
them. Plus most of them are married and have children, and that
gets kind of difficult down here, especially if they're married to
soldiers. And the Brancirans run shops and forges and stuff;
they're professionals, craftsfolk. They don't need to hide. Us
Breanans, though... We're extraneous. Dangerous, according to the
Empire.”

“Why? What d'you do?”

Her mouth quirked, and she leaned closer
conspiratorially. “We're soldiers of the faith. Do you know how
Breana came to be?”

“I didn't even know she existed 'til
now.”

Her smile broadened into a smirk. “All right,
so she was a mortal follower of Brigydde back when the Great War of
Empires was brewing—back when everyone and their uncle was trying
to destroy Lisalhan.”

At her prompting look, Cob nodded; he knew
about Lisalhan. It was the empire that used to exist where the
Lisalhan Sea was now, before the stellar locusts and the Seals.

“Well, not all the Lisalhanians sided with
their leaders—the priests and sorcerers of the Nightmare God. Most
of them were just civilians. Farmers, merchants, craftsmen, like
people anywhere. But since they'd been ruled by the Nightmare, the
other empires considered them tainted, infectious. Potential
carriers of the dream-plague the Nightmare had used to weaken his
enemies. So when the Lisalhanian peasants tried to escape the war,
the other empires' armies harassed them, herded them into
camps—sometimes killed them. Breana had joined the Altaeran army to
try to make a difference, and she stood up to her commander when
she was ordered to execute some peasants. So she was executed
too.”

She paused for breath, dark eyes fixing on
his. He forced himself to nod again, trying not to match her words
to his flying-dream memories: the crushed towns, the burning
Pillar. Lisalhan destroyed.

“After Breana's martyrdom, Brigydde claimed
her soul and raised her as an attendant, to intercede where she
couldn't. So now we Breanans protect the other orders, keep the
peace, oppose the mighty and defend the weak—which is why the
Empire can't tolerate us. We are their dedicated enemy. But they
control the Heartlands. There aren't enough of us to change that,
and haven't been for a long time. And so we're forced to hide
behind the skirts of the Brigyddians, because the Imperials know
the populace relies on them and so won't move to eradicate them.
The Brigyddians are the only reason the whole Trifold hasn't been
wiped out.

“So us Breanans are stuck. Some live with our
parents if they’re in the faith, but you can’t live alone up there
as a young woman. You’re not allowed. The rest of us congregate
here.”

“Can’t live alone as a young man either,”
said Cob, thinking of the Army recruiters.

“I suppose not. But the Imperial Army won't
take women. You could join the Army and work it from the inside,
but I'd get taken as a ward of the Empire and married off as some
fat old man's third wife.”

Cob blinked at her, then decided not to touch
that last comment. “Uh. What d’you mean, ‘work it from the
inside’?”

Fiora shrugged. “This isn’t just a women’s
faith. You met Jasper, right? We have plenty of men. They can’t be
Brigyddians because they can’t be mothers, but the other ranks are
full of them. Almost all of the Breanan men join the Imperial Army,
and some of us girls too, if we can pass for boys. We’re trying to
win it to our side, since we can't oppose it directly.”

“You’re not worried about the
Inquisition?”

“We’re aware of the dangers.”

Privately Cob doubted that, as he doubted the
Trifolders could have any hold over the Gold Army. From what little
he knew, it was by far the most mage-dominated of the three
Imperial Armies—which really meant mentalist-dominated—and it
oversaw the arcane communication network that linked the Imperial
provinces together and monitored them for threats. He and Morshoc
had run afoul of its beacons on the Imperial Road, and though he
had successfully resisted Gold mind-probes afterward, it was only
because of the Guardian.

In the Crimson Army, the Inquisition visited
rarely and was feared like the plague. In the Gold, it would be
ever-present. He wondered if any of the Trifolders who had joined
up still owned their own minds.

“It doesn’t seem smart,” he said.

She wrinkled her nose at him. “Well, what do
you suppose we should do? Sit back and wait for things to change on
their own? They won’t—not in the direction we want them to. So we
have to take action. Not everyone here gets that, but I’d have
thought the Guardian would.”

“The Guardian and I don’t talk much.”

“And you don’t agree?”

“I just wanna be free of this.”

“As long as you’re in the Empire, you’re not
free. No one is.”

He gave her a flat look. He'd heard those
words from too many slaves to count—though Maevor had said it most
often, rabble-rouser that he was. What Maevor would raise up in the
Empire’s place, he'd never said, though Cob had always suspected
him of being a Shadow Cultist and thus a proponent of unrestrained
banditry. While changing things from the inside sounded better than
overthrowing the Empire in the name of the Shadow God, he didn't
see how a bunch of goddesses would be better than the Light.

“That’s hog-crap,” he said. “No one here’s a
slave.”

“Just because everyone enslaved for a ‘crime’
get shipped to the Crimson Army doesn’t mean—“

“So everyone here is free.”

“We are not!”

“You’re alive. They let y’live down here even
though you’re heretics, or up top if you’re bein’ productive. If
you follow the law, you don’t get enslaved. If you act like a
citizen, you get treated like one. Am I right?”

“Follow the law? Our men can't even go into
the city—you should know! We all have to hide or the Empire takes
us! Marries us off, conscripts us—”

“You jus’ said you people get married or
volunteer y’selves. What’s the problem?”

Her hands clenched around her mug, and for a
moment he thought she would fling it at him. There was a flinty
gleam in her eyes that didn't go away, even when she forced herself
to relax. “It’s not freedom if you don’t have a choice,” she said
through her teeth.

“Y'could leave.”

“This is my home! —Wait. Did you just call us
heretics?”

Cob flinched. Somehow he couldn't control his
tongue when it came to that word. At least the dining room had
cleared out somewhat; there were a few women knitting on a couch
while several trainees ate at another table, but no one was close
or visibly paying attention. Fumbling for an excuse, he glanced to
Arik—who had finished licking the plates clean and now watched him
with sad, disappointed eyes—then back to Fiora. “Uh,” he said,
“from the Empire’s perspective…”

Her eyes narrowed, then widened in horror.
“That’s why you want the Guardian out? You’re a—“

“Wait, wait, listen,” he said, holding his
hands up defensively. She glared at him but paused. In a lower
voice, he continued, “Yeah, I’m of the Light. But I’m not your
enemy, all right? If I was, I wouldn’t be here, I’d be on the
pilgrimage. I jus’ wanna be free too.”

For a long moment she just stared at him.
Then she sighed and planted her chin in her palm again, skepticism
written clearly on her face. “Fine. The wards let you in, so you
have no ill intent. But you’re crazy. Carrying the Guardian and you
can’t get it through your head that the Imperial Light is
trouble?”

“The Imperial Light ended the Long
Darkness—”

She laughed shortly. “So the stories say, but
that was what? Two hundred years ago? Who remembers that? Who can
say if it really happened, or if it’s just some legend the Emperor
spread around to make himself look good? You said you’re from
Kerrindryr, right? That means you’re not a proper Imperial. You
don’t live in the Heartlands, you don’t know—“

“Fine, I don’t know, all right? I don’t wanna
fight.”

She opened her mouth, then closed it and
nodded curtly. “Right. Well. Look, it’ll probably take a while for
them to set up for the cleansing and get Sister Merroh back. I can
take you the guest area so you can nap…”

Next to Cob, Arik nodded vigorously, then
unleashed a massive yawn.

Cob shrugged. He felt irritable now, and far
from tired. Even if he had been exhausted he didn't know if he
could sleep in a heretic place.

“Or I could show you around,” said Fiora. “If
you’re bored.”

He took in the bland expression on her broad,
rosy face and scowled. “Y’don’t have to be my watchdog.”

“Are you sure?”

Arik heaved from the bench and hauled him up
by one arm before he could speak. “Go. See the sights,” the
skinchanger said, smiling widely, and nudged him around the table
toward Fiora. “I will find a place to sleep.”

“Two chambers north, then one east,” said
Fiora, pointing.

The big skinchanger nodded to her, thumped
Cob on the back, then ambled off in that direction. Cob glared
after him, face heating; from what Arik had been saying before, he
could guess what ‘sights’ he meant.

Not gonna happen, he thought as he
turned to the girl. She planted her hands on her hips and stared up
at him as if calculating how best to take him down, then cracked a
smile.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s see if we can’t
educate you about the Empire.”

“Jus’ kill me now,” he mumbled. She grinned
and grabbed his arm, and with great reluctance, he let himself be
led onward.

 


*****

 


By the time the tour ended, Cob was ready to
leave. To what destination, he didn't know, but staying in the
stifling confines of this faux crypt being lectured at by someone
who was far too focused on Imperial round-ups and massacres of
civilians, desecration of temples, rapes of priestesses and public
burning of heretics was more than he could stand.

Not that he disbelieved Fiora’s tales. She
read most of them straight from the plaques on the walls, and he'd
marched with the Crimson Army; he'd participated in the Fellen
riots. He knew what could happen when soldiers or slaves slipped
their leashes. By Fiora’s telling, the Gold Army didn't bother with
restraint.

But she rarely said ‘Golds’. More often, she
said ‘Imperials’. And despite the weight of the Guardian on his
shoulders, Cob still considered himself one of them. It was bitter
to hear such vitriol repeated over and over and not be allowed a
response.

They were in an armory chamber—the third so
far, all uncomfortably well-stocked—when a plump priestess cut into
Fiora’s monologue about historical Trifold uprisings with a brisk,
“The Mother Matriarch sends for you, Guardian.” Cob looked to her
with relief, and she gave him a slight smile.

Fiora glanced at Cob. He took a deep breath
and tried to master himself. Politeness dictated that he thank her
for her time, but what he really wanted was to take her outside and
bury her in a snowdrift. Maybe pile rocks on top.

He opened his mouth to speak.

“Go on, and good luck,” Fiora preempted. “I
only hope you find the freedom you desire.”

A muscle under his eye twitched. He wanted to
stay angry at her, at all of them, but they made it difficult.
Instead, he grunted and started down the hall after the priestess.
Fiora’s footsteps followed him. There were no doors to slam in his
wake—no doors at all that he'd seen, only a few privacy-curtains—so
he had to tolerate her pursuit.

All the life and bustle on the way back
annoyed him. The crypt floorplan was so straightforward that he
hardly needed a guide, but he kept on the priestess’s heels as they
cut through a crowded kitchen and dining hall and skirted past
trainees in a sparring room. Everyone stared after him as he
passed, the same way they had stared when Fiora led him through the
first time. He wanted to yell at them to quit it, to just leave him
alone.

But it had been his idea to come here.

Arik bounded up as he and his guide turned a
corner toward the ritual room. The skinchanger’s wide smile
vanished as he caught the look on Cob’s face, but he fell into step
just behind him, and with his presence Cob managed to let his
temper go. He felt more secure with the skinchanger at his
back.

Ahead, the ritual room had gathered its own
crowd. Priestesses in brown and men and women in grey or red parted
for him as he stalked in. On the dais, the altar had been set with
unlit candles, and three women stood behind it: the Mother
Matriarch in her bell-trimmed dress, her thin hands wrapped around
an etched bronze torch; Sister Talla in her armor and holding a
ceremonial silver hammer; and a lean woman in red chainmail, her
dark hair tied back in a severe tail, her expression stiff. Cob
assumed she was Sister Sentinel Merroh. The sword she clasped was
not steel but old, pitted iron.

“Be welcome, Guardian,” the Mother Matriarch
said, her blind eyes finding him unerringly. “Please, join us here.
Your friend may await you below.”

Cob glanced back to Arik, who gave him a
close-mouthed smile. The skinchanger was obviously nervous, his
shoulders hunched and his stance edgy, but he folded down to the
mat and Cob ruffled his hair reassuringly. Someone in the crowd
made a sound of amusement, but the skinchanger beamed, which was
worth it.

Resolving to ignore everyone else, Cob headed
up the dais to the three leaders.

“Please remove your tunic and lay down on the
altar,” said the Mother Matriarch. “I apologize for any discomfort,
but padding and clothing would interfere with our work. We are not
sorcerers, and thus must minimize the barriers between our power
and your bonds.”

Cob scowled, but shucked off his pack and
coat, then his tunic. Even though it was warm down here, he hadn't
wanted to part with anything, and being bare-skinned in front of a
crowd was not his idea of fun.

He felt the stares of the Trifolders keenly
as the tunic came off. He knew what they were looking at: the
silvery exit-scar on his back. Its mate marked him between navel
and hipbone, a patch of discolored flesh where a wraith arrow had
struck him through. He had worn the arrowhead as a talisman of his
survival, but like all of his former belongings, it was lost.

Steeling himself, he swung onto the altar,
avoiding the unlit candles as he stretched out. The draping-cloths
were thin and stitched with metallic thread, and through them he
felt circular etchings in the stone under his shoulders. His skin
prickled as he looked up at the three women, all too aware of the
weapons they held.

Then his gaze strayed past them to the
ceiling, to the metal circles embedded in the plaster there, and
his fears of being sacrificed fled before the sensation of being
watched. The simple interlocking rings—one silver, one iron, one
bronze—matched the etchings beneath him, but they were more than
just symbols. They felt like eyes. There was nothing about them to
explain why he felt that way, but he knew with certainty that
something could see him.

The women shifted around him, Sister Talla
taking up a position at his left shoulder, Sister Merroh at his
right. The Mother Matriarch moved from one corner of the altar to
the next, bells chiming softly as she lit the candles in sequence,
until she ended at his head. The flame of the bronze torch bathed
her face in warm light and reflected faintly from the metal circles
in the ceiling. At her word, the two Sisters turned Cob’s hands
upward to place hammer-haft and sword-hilt in his palms, and he
clutched the weapons automatically, no less uneasy.

The Mother Matriarch set one hand to Cob’s
brow as if testing him for fever, her other lifting the torch high.
The Sisters pressed their hands to his chest, not forcefully but
not comfortably either. Being touched was alien to him even though
one wore gloves and the other gauntlets.

“Let us begin,” said the Mother
Matriarch.

“In the name of Breana Eranine, Maiden of
Martyrs, Sword of the Defender, I invoke protection upon this
vessel,” said Sister Merroh, her voice low and neutral. “May he be
shielded from harm both physical and spiritual, and divided from
all that cling to him. Sei-don Uvadha.”

“Sei-don Uvadha,” murmured the crowd,
then subsided into a soft hum.

The iron sword became heavy, pinning his
right hand to the altar, while above the iron circle glowed with a
cherry light. Heat radiated from the empty etching underneath him,
spreading a stinging sensation across him like flesh thawing from
frostbite. Sweat sprang up on his face with the effort to not move,
to not scratch or twitch. Slowly the sting concentrated in three
spots—forehead, breastbone and arrow-scar—and in a sudden wrench,
he felt his riders.

The Guardian was heaviest, wrapped around and
inside him like a massive serpent, its head nested at the hollow of
his throat and its tail just above his hip, at the scar where it
had entered him. On his brow he felt the lighter touch of claws,
and saw phantom wings before his eyes, stark white. And in his
chest—

It was small and faint, whatever it was. He
could barely feel it beneath the Guardian.

“In the name of Brigydde Ecaeline, Mother of
Humanity, Prophet of Peace, Keeper of the Hearth and Seer of Souls,
I invoke the sight upon this vessel,” said the Mother Matriarch,
lowering the torch toward his chest. “May his bonds be revealed.
Sei-shalassa Uvadha.”

“Sei-shalassa Uvadha.”

Lines of cold fire raced across him, and he
flinched and tried to lift his head, but the Mother Matriarch
pressed him back down. Still he felt them everywhere, stitched
through his skin and innards like spiderwebs, and saw their
blue-white radiance from the corners of his eyes. Around him, the
candles dimmed, as did the torch, and even the heat of the etchings
under his back dampened. Above, the bronze circle kindled with an
eerie orange glow.

The Mother Matriarch frowned, her blind eyes
tracing the lines. “Necromancy, yes, but not the simple kind. Your
soul has been altered. These superficial bonds are not the
problem.”

“Altered?” said Cob, his mouth dry.

“He who did this has molded you into a shape
that would bind you to any spirit that entered. It is as if you are
made up of thousands of fishhooks, all of them locked into the
essence of your riders. They cannot escape without tearing
themselves—or you—apart. As for the bonds, they appear to keep the
riders from struggling or communicating much.”

Cob thought of his punishing headaches when
the Guardian took over, and wondered if that was his soul being
slowly shredded. “Can you fix it?”

The Mother Matriarch sighed. “The bonds,
perhaps, but our way is not delicate, and I do not wish to harm
you. And we have no power over the shape of your soul.”

Closing his eyes, Cob weighed the options. If
removing the bonds wouldn't free the Guardian but might give it the
power to tear him apart with its thrashing…

But it could speak to me. It could guide me
with something other than dreams and hallucinations. And my
father…

My father wouldn’t let it kill me.

“I’m not scared of pain,” he said. “Do what
you can.”

The Mother Matriarch smiled ruefully and
stroked his brow, making him blush despite the situation. “You are
a brave young man. A good vessel for Aesangat.” Then she turned her
empty gaze to Sister Talla and said, “Proceed.”

Sister Talla nodded and curled her gauntleted
hands into fists, one over his heart and the other above the first.
“In the name of Brancir Sufrece Etracine, Matron of Judgment,
Hammer of the Faith, I invoke my verdict upon this vessel. May he
be freed of all bonds and chains inflicted upon him by the work of
magic. Sei-aenka Uvadha, ahranxan.”

“Sei-aenka Uvadha, ahranxan,” echoed
the crowd. As the words faded, Cob realized that only some of them
had spoken; the others were harmonizing with the low hum that had
begun after the first echo, and now a third note joined the first
two. The air seemed to shiver with their voices, male and female,
young and old, impeccably disciplined to the task.

Sister Talla raised one fist toward the
ceiling and the silver circle flared, joining its glow to the
others. Its etching burned beneath him, and the hammer’s weight
anchored his left hand to the stone. His eyes followed the torch as
the Mother Matriarch lifted it high, its flame flickering at the
junction of the circles, and all at once the voices of the crowd
rose in a wave.

Then Sister Talla brought her fist down upon
the other, slamming hard over Cob’s heart.

Pain spiked him. He went rigid, trying to
breathe, trying to feel his own pulse, but it was like he'd been
struck from his body; there was nothing moving in his chest,
nothing beneath his back, and he was falling, falling—

—into blackness, stillness—

—silence. No sound, no sensation, even the
pain gone. No thought, no fear, no sight but for the torch-flame
and the circles which in the darkness had become wheels, turning,
burning above and beneath him. Awake now. Aware.

Something struck through the darkness, and
blue light flashed in an intricate web around his insensate self, a
single thread glowing red where his slave-brand would be. First one
strike, then two, like a hammer pounding metal, sending ripples of
damage through the layered bonds.

Three, and a blue strand fractured. Something
flexed in the darkness—below him, within him, it was impossible to
say.

Four. Five. Blue strands frayed. Some
snapped.

Six. The flame above grew dimmer.

Seven. A net of threads shattered, sending
motes of light to vanish in the void. But there were many more, and
the wheels were rising away from him, falling away beneath. Fading.
The torch-flame had shrunk to a pinspot.

Eight.

The flame winked out.

In its wake, the darkness poured in,
thrusting the wheels away until they too vanished in the distance.
Cold encased him and now he felt fear, for it was not natural, not
physical but searing in its absolute emptiness, the anathema of
life. Even his necromantic bonds were warm in comparison—and those
were fading fast, unraveled by the draw of the dark, leaving him
exposed to the void that sought to penetrate his soul—

Two bright threads, one at brow, one at
chest. Two sets of white wings. Talons. Blazing eyes. Pain.
Painpainpainpainpainpainpain—

His eyes snapped open and he gasped in a
breath of raw, cold air. Heart thudding arrhythmically, lungs
burning, ribs on fire, he stared into the darkness in horror and
confusion until he caught the whiff of snuffed candles, the blur of
frightened voices, the solid reality of the hand on his brow,
chilled though it was.

“What happened?” he croaked.

The Mother Matriarch inhaled a breath of
relief. “Thank the Goddess. Something came for you. We had to drive
you into the stillness so that we could break the bonds without
harming you, but it was waiting there. I thought we had lost
you.”

His heart clenched in his chest, and he
remembered Thynbell: the darkness beneath the pounding waterfall,
the hunger that had swallowed the energy he drained from the
imprisoning circles. The frigid grasp of it. He tried to sit up,
but his muscles were stiff from cold, his hands locked like claws
around the icy sword and hammer. A gauntlet gripped one arm, a
glove the other, and slowly they wedged him up. From the crowd came
the sound of prayers and striking flint, and first sparks
blossomed, then light.

Cob looked down upon the frightened faces of
men, women and children, their breath making plumes in the frosted
air. The entire atmosphere of warmth and harmony had evaporated,
and he knew by the blanched looks on the faces of the two Sisters
that such a thing was not supposed to happen.

Arik was waiting at the edge of the dais,
fidgeting as if it was a barrier instead of a step. His face had
gone wolfish, his ears laid flat, body covered with fur and quills
beneath the loose chiton, and as soon as their eyes met, he leapt
the distance and loomed at the altar to sniff Cob over critically.
Sister Talla stood back quickly, but Cob just made a face and tried
to elbow him away, still unable to relax his hold on the hammer.
The skinchanger evaded him and sniffed again.

“Watcher. Dark watcher,” he said in a rough
voice. “Cold hunter. Endless hunger. Bad, Cob. Bad, bad.”

“Yeah, no shit.”

The skinchanger’s ears lifted slightly, then
with visible effort he returned to human form, the fur and quills
retracting into his skin, his jaw crunching and shortening, his
ears receding beneath his thick mane of hair. He patted Cob’s
shoulder awkwardly, then chafed Cob’s fingers with his until they
were warm enough to release the hammer.

Cob looked past him to the crowd, which was
starting to disperse under the commands of Sister Talla and Sister
Merroh. The candles and braziers that had lit the room had all been
snuffed, but a grey-haired man stood by the entry with a little oil
lamp he'd lit with a handheld sparker, and one by one the
Trifolders stopped at him with candles taken from around the room,
then moved out to spread light through the darkened complex. Though
subdued, they were all steady, their panic gone.

He saw Fiora pull Sister Merroh aside, but
then the Mother Matriarch set a hand on his shoulder and he looked
up to her narrow, weary face. “I wish that we could have done more
for you, Guardian,” she said softly. “But I fear that we must send
you onward. To the Haarakash, I think. The Sisters will not
approve, but they are…overprotective. The Haarakash practice a sort
of necromancy but they have always been good neighbors to our
enclave at Turo, and they should be able to unbind you—perhaps even
remold your soul. We will arrange passage for you. It is some
distance, but our followers will see you there in safety.”

“Thanks, but…what are the Haarakash?” said
Cob. With Arik’s help, he had let go of the sword, and now moved to
shrug his tunic back on. The Mother Matriarch’s grip tightened on
his shoulder as he tried, though, and he looked again to see her
eyelids fluttering as she wavered on her feet. He slid from the
altar quickly and caught her around the waist, steadying her. She
was painfully frail under the thick cloth of her brown dress.

“Y’all right?” he said.

“I… It has been a drain on me,” she said
faintly. “The emptiness that touched you... I think that you must
not try your bonds while underground again. We knew no better, but
it came in from all around us, and our lights could not stop it.
Daylight, morning light, heat and sun that it cannot quench—that is
what you require. The Haarakash can give that to you. Their land is
called Accursed, but also the Summerland, and their ways are those
of light, though they do terrible things.”

“I’m sorry. I dunno what—“

“It is well, Guardian. But you must take
care. As your wolf says, you are hunted.”

Cob frowned and started to speak, but Sister
Talla swept in like a shining knight to wrap her arm around the
Mother Matriarch and tug her away. “You must rest, Mother,” she
said, casting Cob a look that verged on hostile. “Others will see
to our guests.”

“Talla...Talla, I am well,” said the Mother
Matriarch, but the strain in her face was obvious. “We must send
him to Turo—“

“We will, Mother. Be at peace.” With a sharp
word, Sister Talla summoned another young priestess, who bustled up
with a candle and bowed her head to Cob and Arik. “See them to
their accommodations—or perhaps the bathing room first,” Sister
Talla said, “and then continue rekindling the flames. We have much
work to do to make this place a shelter again.”

“Yes, Sister,” said the priestess, and
beckoned to Cob and Arik.

Cob nodded, then pulled his tunic on properly
and slung his coat over it. The chill in the chamber hadn't
dissipated. The way this place had gone from stiflingly warm to
freezing in mere moments frightened him, not least because he knew
it was his fault.

When he closed his eyes, he could see the
prison circles again. See himself reaching out to touch them, break
them, send the magic away.

Into the Dark.

His scar twinged, and he pressed his hand
over it, wincing. The Guardian was silent and still, as if sensing
a predator, but if something really lingered in the temple complex,
Cob couldn't feel it. All he felt was cold and tired and
scared.

With Arik close at his side, he stepped down
from the dais and followed the priestess into the shadowed
hall.


 


 


 



Chapter 3 – Arrow’s Flight

 


Deep in the uplands of Corvia, Lark huddled
in the leafless brush and took another swig from the leather flask.
Pungent bitterstar liquor burned down her throat, but it was a
welcome burn. The rest of her felt frozen.

Dimly she knew that she shouldn't be
drinking—not while out in the cold and certainly not while perched
on an overlook high above the valley floor—but it was the way of
life with the Corvish, and she was adapting to it. Anyway, she had
plenty of reasons to drink, like being abandoned here by the Shadow
Folk while her goblin child, Rian, was lost elsewhere.

Perhaps ‘abandoned’ was a strong word. The
shadowbloods did still whisper to her from time to time, requesting
updates and giving new orders. But they wouldn't tell her where
Rian was or let her into the Shadow Realm, and refused to assign
her back to Bahlaer’s kai. She had a sneaking suspicion that
Cayer’s unblood control of the kai was being challenged.

When Radha’s painted hand reached for the
flask, she yielded it reluctantly and tugged the scarf back over
her nose and mouth.

Ever since attacking the convoy that had
carried Cob and Darilan, Lark and her Corvish hosts had been on the
run. Nothing barred them from retreating to the cave-fort of
Kanrath-Neirai, but the Gold Army was on their tail, and
Corvishfolk didn't stand still for sieges. The plan had been to
trek high into the Khaeleokiel Mountains where the thick snow and
biting cold would dissuade the soft lowland Golds, but it was like
they had kicked a hornet’s nest. No matter how far they went, a
swarm of yellow uniforms followed them.

Lark could see them now among the scrub
forest at the edge of the valley. She and the Corvish were situated
at the top of a sheared granite cliff, concealed by snow and brush;
it wasn't the first time they'd waited in ambush, and by the Golds’
reticence to leave the shelter of the trees, it seemed they were
learning from their mistakes.

She touched the fletchings of her arrows
absently. Crow-feathered, with obsidian heads, they shattered on
Gold armor as often as they penetrated, but the Corvish had plenty;
runners came upon the war party every day, laden with gifts and
supplies and news from allied clans. Some said that there were
other bands harrying the Golds from the flanks, but if so, the
fighting was too far away to see.

She wished she had her crossbow. She was
better with it than the shortbow the Corvish had given her, plus
she had a bit of special ammunition: the pouch of Trifold-treated
bolts that Darilan had left with her. They were meant to kill
abominations like him, and she suspected that there were some among
their Gold pursuit, but couldn't be sure. She hadn't seen the
obvious one—the lagalaina woman—since the caravan attack.

Which was good. The lagalaina’s
seduction-aura had nearly killed them all.

Radha waggled the flask at her again and Lark
waved it away. Further down the overlook, a few knots of Corvish
had cuddled up for warmth, and the sound of smothered giggles and
the occasional rhythmic grunt reached her. She rolled her eyes.
This was the problem with waiting on the Golds. The Corvish were
easily distracted.

“Think they scryin’ us?” said Radha, pointing
her narrow chin toward the yellow blotches in the trees. She was
covered in whorls of red and black paint, bone amulets, a few
strips of leather and a white fur cloak for camouflage, yet somehow
didn't shiver. One of the khirinain, the fox skinchangers, she
seemed impervious to the cold.

“I’d assume so,” said Lark through her scarf.
“They have the mages for it. And they’ve gotten more cautious. What
do the spirits say?”

The red-haired woman shrugged and gestured
with the flask, indicating the winter forest and cliffs and the
ridges of great smoking mountains to the north. “They quiet.
Listenin’. Caught a magic-smell in the air.”

Lark frowned and took a deep breath. It just
smelled cold to her. She had felt a difference in the atmosphere
down in the Forest of Mists—a tingle on the nerves, a strange
astringent taste to the air—but up here it was too subtle to
catch.

“Well, whatever they do, I hope it’s soon,”
she mumbled. “Before my fingers freeze.”

Radha put her hand over Lark’s. Her fingers
were rough but warm, her nails sharp like little claws, and her
sidelong look was bright though her eyes were black as inkspots.
“Yeh shoot bad enough already,” she said. “Shoot any worse an’
yeh’ll belong on their side.”

Cheeks heating, Lark slipped her hand away.
Out of all the Corvish, only Radha paid her much attention, and
though it was usually brusque, she remembered how Radha had fallen
under the lagalaina’s control at the caravan ambush. She knew what
that meant. It made things awkward.

Though to judge by the Corvishwoman’s amused
look, it was only awkward for Lark.

“Thanks, I guess,” she said.

Radha snorted.

“Hss! Ysanix ko!” said someone
suddenly, and Radha’s attention snapped to the woods behind them.
Lark, who had yet to get the hang of their language, squinted after
her.

Her heart leapt into her throat.

Thick mist descended through the evergreens
on the slope, swift and silent like a cloudbank falling to earth.
Before anyone could move, it poured in among them. The world
vanished behind a veil of vapor, and Lark held her breath
superstitiously, shivering as it touched her face through the
scarf. For a moment Radha was a silhouette beside her, then she was
gone.

Lark reached out in a panic but felt nothing
but air. “Radha?” she said, but her voice fell flat, like she had
spoken into a muffle.

No answer.

Fear fluttered in her chest. She swept her
hands out only to see them vanish inches away. Beneath her, the
ground felt strange, and when she touched it there was no snow but
bare stone—not cold, not warm, just neutral. Indifferent. Like
there had been something in the land that had felt wintry toward
her, but now no longer cared.

“Hoi?” she whispered. Her voice went
nowhere.

The mist stirred faintly. In her mind’s eye
she saw phantoms—monsters, abominations, every terrible story she
had ever heard—and whimpered low in her throat, drawing her
obsidian knife. There were no shadows here, no way to call to her
people, and the Corvish were gone. She was alone.

Her other hand, still extended, brushed
something smooth and flowing. Something that hadn't been there
before.

With a shriek, she lurched backward, falling
on her rear where the concealing bushes should have been. Knife
raised, she stared ahead, heart hammering in her chest.

Slowly, a figure resolved through the fog,
tall and hooded, its all-covering grey cloak as featureless as the
blank landscape. Only the lower part of its face showed beneath the
hood—a fine jaw, the delicate curve of a white mouth—but though it
was human-like, it was in the way of a porcelain doll or a
well-made mask. A work of art, not of flesh.

A wraith, she thought. Her stomach did
a terrified flip.

“You bear the tracer,” it said in a soft,
inflectionless voice. “Give it to me.”

She stared uncomprehendingly, the obsidian
knife trembling in her hand.

“The arrowhead,” it clarified.

“The—“ Lark’s other hand lifted toward the
collar of her bear-hide coat. The silvery arrowhead lay beneath,
buried between several layers of shirts to keep its chill from her
skin. She had taken it from Darilan’s corpse, thinking to sell it
at some point or tie it to a shaft if she ever needed a special
arrow. “What, why? Who—“

The wraith extended one grey-gloved hand to
her. It had all five fingers, but they were unusually long and
slightly crooked, spidery. She leaned away, panting softly.
Instinct screamed at her to slice those fingers with the knife but
she dared not. Wraiths were monstrously powerful. Anything she
could do would only annoy it.

Its fine white mouth thinned slightly. It
stepped closer, the smooth fabric of its cloak rippling against her
bent knees like the mist itself, and looked down on her from above.
In the hollow of its hood, its eyes were crystalline slits, pale
gold like champagne and holding their own inner light. There was
nothing human about them.

“Give it to me,” it said again.

Lark didn't consider herself brave. She had
fantasized about heroism, but those daydreams always dissipated
upon contact with reality. Her few moments of valor—firing on the
lagalaina and upon Darilan at the Bahlaer tavern, fighting
alongside the Corvish—had been from cover, from a distance, for
survival and for rank among the Shadow Folk. She had no desire to
put herself in pointless danger.

Defying a wraith would be just that.

She fumbled at her collar, trying to find the
cord among the mess of straps and shirts and vests she wore.
“Why…why do you want it?” she said to buy time.

“That is not your concern.”

“No, of course not. But— It’s a tracer? Like
to find someone?”

The wraith said nothing. Lark stared up at
it, still feeling around for the cord. “The abomination’s dead,”
she said. “The one who had this.”

Still nothing. She found the right cord and
started to draw it out when suddenly a thought struck: Not Darilan,
but—

Cob.

She saw his face for a moment, thin and tired
and angry. Stubborn, like when she had met him in the tavern. She
barely knew him, had been willing to go along with Darilan’s plan
to kill him, but that had been with the Corvish at her back and the
promise that the Great Spirit inside him would go free.

Her hand shook.

“You’re gonna kill it. The Guardian,” she
whispered. “I can’t give this to you.”

The wraith’s head tilted marginally. “You are
misinformed.”

“Then what do you want from it?”

“That is not your—“

“Yes it is,” she cut in. Somehow her voice
didn't quaver. Her insides were a knot of fear, but she knew that
if she aided in the Guardian’s destruction, her people would never
take her back. Even the Corvish would reject her. The arrowhead
hung like a lump of ice between her breasts, presaging her
doom.

For a long moment, the wraith stared down at
her, expressionless and unblinking. Then it lifted its head to
stare into the misty distance, its narrow form going stiff. Lark
glanced that way but saw nothing—no earth, no sky, just grey.

“They approach,” it said. “Give me the tracer
now.”

Lark shifted backward, feeling with her
knife-hand for the cliff’s edge behind her. It was gone. “Who
approaches?”

“The haelhene.”

“The— You’re not haelhene?” she said,
surprised. She only knew of the wraiths from stories, but with its
pallor and threatening demeanor, she had been sure this was a white
wraith. A haelhene, an Imperial servitor.

“I am of the airahene,” it said. “The folk of
the Mists. One would think that was obvious.”

For a moment she just stared, hardly
believing she had been sassed by a wraith. Then its words
registered and she looked into the mist again. “They’re approaching
us here? Or in the…the actual world?”

“The living world.”

“The li— My friends, the Corvish,
they’ll—“

“They have fled,” said the wraith. “You are
alone.”

The words were like a shank to the gut. In
her head, a little voice said, Don’t be surprised. The Shadow
Folk have abandoned you. Why would a bunch of skinchangers be any
different? Even your mother did it.

Lark gritted her teeth. “What will you
do?”

“I will leave. I cannot fight so many. Give
me the tracer.”

“Take me with you.”

“Why?”

Lark’s hand tightened around the obsidian
knife, but she pulled the arrowhead from hiding at last. “Because
the Guardian doesn’t like your kind, but I know its vessel. I can
help you.” And Rian might be there too.

The wraith stared at her, then into the mist.
Squinting, she just made out five lights glinting through the
all-consuming grey. Coming closer.

“Very well,” said the wraith, tension in its
soft voice. “Take my hand.”

Lark obeyed. The wraith pulled her to her
feet with surprising strength and snapped the arrowhead from around
her neck before she could react. She thought to stab it, but it
didn't let go; whatever it planned, she was going with it.

In the wraith’s hand, the arrowhead flared
suddenly ice-white and leapt on its cord. It turned in that
direction and fog roiled up from the ground, thick and dark as a
stormcloud. As it blotted out the view, only the sensation of
fingers on hers let Lark know that she wasn't alone.

At the wraith's pull, she stepped into the
unknown.

 


*****

 


Traveling by hog-caravan, Dasira arrived in
the small town of Tarwood by nightfall. It was halfway between
Thynbell—her point of origin—and Cantorin on the border, and not
for the first time she wished for a horse. Riding alone, she would
already be in Cantorin despite the ice on the road, but this was
the Imperial East; horses were rare enough that her only options
were stealing or murdering for one, neither of which was currently
practical.

Tarwood was little more than a collection of
lumber yards, family longhouses and a single tavern tucked into the
forest just north of the road. The snow sat thick on the canted
roofs, thicker in the alleys, and icicles dangled from every
possible edge. From her vantage on the tavern porch, she could look
down the full length of the broken trail to the empty Imperial
Road. Part of her wanted to start down it now, and curse the chill
of the night.

But she wasn't an idiot. She was a bodythief,
an aenkelagi in Enkhaelen’s parlance, and though that made her
resistant to the cold, she was not impervious. Her black bracer
could circulate chemicals through her bloodstream to keep her
appendages warm and mobile, her reflexes keen, her mind
unfogged—but not forever, and the effort of maintaining peak
performance in freezing conditions was exhausting.

Thus she wasn't using it now, relying instead
on her layered clothes to keep her warm. They were traditional
Wyndish winter-wear: a loose wool dress over a blouse, undershirt,
breeches and leggings, plus a headscarf, floppy hat, knee-high
boots, gloves and braided leather belt, all undyed but for a few
bits of colored trim. Anything brighter was reserved for the
Wyndish nobility. Serindas was strapped to her thigh under the slit
of her dress, its pulsing presence tangible even through the cloth,
and she had bundled everything else useful from the laundress’s
apartment into the rucksack on her back. It wasn't much.

She knew she should sleep. The caravan
wouldn't move until full light, and the glow from the tavern behind
her beckoned. Tomorrow evening would bring Cantorin and the true
start of her mission, and she needed every scrap of energy she
could stockpile in case the Guardian was hostile.

Not that it would do any good.

But she couldn't move from the porch railing.
She didn't want to be among people, especially not since the
caravan had filled the small tavern to bursting. There would be no
single rooms, not even for a traveling woman, and the thought of
being crowded in a bed with a bunch of drunken carters made her
fingers itch for Serindas. She could stake out a corner of the
common room and try to nap, but even that pricked her paranoia.

It had been a long time since she'd worn a
female body, and she felt too agitated by it. She couldn't rest.
Not here, not now. Perhaps not ever.

Maybe alcohol, she thought grudgingly.
Shut off the bracer’s filter and try to get drunk for once.
Throne, I don’t even remember what kind of a drunk I am.
Angry?

Probably. I’m an angry everything,
aren’t—

A tingle on her skin. A faint astringent
whiff through the muffle of the scarf. A shiver in the air as mist
resolved from nothing.

She leapt the railing instinctively and hit
the snow of the tavern yard in a crouch. Mist coiled across the
porch where she had stood, thinning and spreading as it reached
toward her, turning the light from the tavern into a milky haze.
Teeth gritted behind the scarf, she backed off further and drew
Serindas carefully through the slit in her dress.

Crimson runes lit up along the akarriden
blade's ugly length, but in place of its hunger, she felt a
startling trepidation. A reddish corona hung about it, and its glow
reflected hazily beside and behind her. More mist.

Another step back, and the snow around her
heels disappeared. The icy slate pavings became dry ground. The
mist thickened, blotting out the town.

Something loomed abruptly, a shadow in the
grey, and she lunged for it despite Serindas’ weakness. The shadow
yelped and tried to pull back, but her strike was true.

Pale golden sparks spat in all directions as
the akarriden blade deflected off an arcane ward only inches from a
familiar dark face.

Dasira recoiled, shocked by the unexpected
sight. “Lark?”

“Who are you?” said the southern girl, still
cringing, her voice sharp with panic. Then her wide eyes flicked to
the akarriden blade, and her expression grew baffled. “Wait.
Trevere? Darilan Trevere…? Why are you wearing a dress?”

“Oh, pike me,” Dasira mumbled.

“Actually, why are you even alive?” Then Lark
looked over her shoulder at someone unseen and said, “You’re sure
this isn’t the underworld? Because I saw this guy’s corpse.”

“That is not a male,” said a voice almost too
faint to hear.

Lark looked Dasira up and down, blinking.
“Shit, you’re right,” she said, then stared hard at the assassin’s
covered face. “How did you get that dagger?”

Gritting her teeth, Dasira forced Serindas
back into its sheath and yanked down her scarf. “It’s me. I don’t
feel like playing around. What is this and what are you doing
here?”

“I— We’re looking for Cob,” said Lark,
nonplussed. She was dressed in the bear-skin coat Dasira had bought
for her on the road, plus layers of ragged fur garments, with a bow
and quiver slung over her shoulders and red Corvish war-paint on
her cheeks and eyelids. Crow feathers stuck out from her tangle of
braids. “You’re really Darilan? The wraith said the arrowhead was
supposed to track him, but…”

Dasira squinted into the fog behind Lark. The
more she stared, the more she could make out the shape of someone
there—someone gripping Lark’s hand with a grey glove that nearly
blended with the nothing.

“Come forward,” she said sharply. “Who are
you?”

“Ah. The abomination from the forest,” said
the soft voice. “Newly embodied. Interesting.”

Her hackles went up. One of the wraiths
that watched Cob kill me? “Who sent you?”

Silence. Lark shifted nervously, looking
between Dasira and the unseen wraith, but after a long tense moment
it began to resolve from the fog. Dasira squinted. Grey cloak, grey
hood, milk-white skin…

Her blood chilled. It was a mist-wraith’s
garb, but that was not a mist-wraith inside. She bared her teeth,
hand on Serindas’ hilt again. “Haelhene. You want him for the Isle?
Another bargaining chip against the Emperor?”

“He’s not—“ started Lark, then shot a wary
look at the wraith. It stayed silent, hooded head slightly
tilted.

“Answer me!” Dasira snapped.

Nothing.

Snarling, she freed Serindas and lunged past
Lark to slash at the haelhene. The blade sheared through a golden
ward, sending sparks and fragments everywhere, and then—

—cut through empty fog.

Lark and the wraith were gone.

“Hoi!” Dasira shouted into the grey, but her
voice went nowhere. Serindas hung weakly in her grip. She lashed it
through the fog anyway, furious and frightened, but hit
nothing.

“Hoi!” she called again.

No movement. No answer.

Her heart sank into her stomach.

Though she had met many haelhene at the
Imperial Court and in Akarridi, she knew little about them. They
were secretive creatures. They came from the White Isle in the
Atharenix Sea off the southern coast of Amandon, and were allowed
to fly their black raywings all across the Imperial Heartlands due
to their treaty with the Emperor, in which they kept the grey
wraiths pinned in the forest in exchange for human subjects for
their experiments.

As the bearer of an akarriden blade, Dasira
had witnessed some of these experiments, and liked them no better
than Enkhaelen’s. But at least Enkhaelen was human. He had
emotions, fickle though they were. He could be swayed.

There were no footholds for dealing with the
haelhene. They answered to no one, not even the Emperor. They had
no obvious agenda beyond gathering test subjects. And they cared
nothing for anyone or anything beside themselves.

Now she was caught in one of their traps.

She pressed Serindas to her cheek just to
feel a solid presence in the grey. The nasty blade’s essence
wrapped around her like an embrace, over-familiar yet comforting in
the emptiness—and strangely clinging, as if it too needed support.
That troubled her, but its very existence made it easier to think
clearly, to push away the panic that threatened.

I’ve never seen a white wraith use the
mist before, she thought. It’s always been the forest
wraiths. Maybe I was wrong. But that pallor…

Forget it. How do I get out of here?

Lark had mentioned ‘the underworld’. That
didn't bode well.

Crouching, Dasira touched the ground, but it
felt like nothing—a solidity without texture or temperature. Not
even artificial, but as if some underlying reality had been robbed
from it, rendering it all but imaginary. Even without moving, she
had the sense that she would find nothing else here. No tavern
walls, no trees, no caravan wagons. Only the mist.

She licked her dry lips. “I apologize for the
attack,” she said into the greyness. “It will not happen again. I
would like to parley.”

Silence.

“Pike me with a ballista,” she muttered, and
tapped Serindas against the communication stud in her ear. Maybe if
she chipped it, Enkhaelen would sense it…

The mist writhed suddenly, and she tensed as
darkness and cold rushed in. Within moments, she was ankle-deep in
snow, staring up at the amber squares of the tavern windows.
Another figure appeared as the mist receded, and she clenched her
hand on Serindas, then relaxed as she realized it was Lark.

“I got him to bring you out,” the southern
girl said as Dasira looked around for the wraith. “He wasn’t happy
with it. He says you’re dangerous. But I already knew that, right?”
She laughed nervously. “You don’t still want to kill Cob, do
you?”

Dasira grimaced and slid Serindas back into
its sheath. “I don’t want to kill him. Or you, or your wraith
friend if he means no harm.”

“But I bet you wanna come with us.”

Dasira eyed Lark. “You…would work with
me?”

Lark glanced around as if for eavesdroppers,
though it was obvious by her sudden unease that she knew the wraith
could be anywhere. “I’m not sure what’s going on,” she said. “And
I’m not gonna say that I trust you. But I know what you are, and
that’s more than—“

She stopped, and Dasira nodded.

“Anyway, you’re a girl now! I’ve gotta hear
how that happened.”

Smiling flatly, Dasira said, “Trick of the
trade. Look, if you want to talk, we can talk, but if the wraith
can trace Cob—“

“He said he’d try again. His name is
Ilshenrir.”

“And he won’t just go without us?”

Lark opened her mouth, then closed it and
shrugged helplessly.

Dasira considered throttling her.

“Is this a tavern?” Lark said, cocking her
thumb at the building. “Come on, it’s freezing out here and I could
use some civilization. Been in the mountains so long, I’m probably
starting to smell like a fox.”

“Just keep your scarf on,” Dasira said
grudgingly. “We’re in Wyndon, the land of the blond.”

“I’ll be fine. Oh Shadow, hot food! You have
coin, right? Treat me?”

Dasira smiled over clenched teeth and
followed the southern girl as she traipsed up the porch steps. The
thought of being stuck with Lark and a wraith—haelhene or
otherwise—infuriated her, but she had to admit the value of a
tracer.

If it worked.

What followed was a night of exasperation and
little sleep, though somehow no trouble. Within moments of entering
the tavern, Lark tore her scarf off and headed for the crowded
hearth, giving everyone there a fine view of her foreign features
and the Corvish war-paint on them. Following on her heels, Dasira
had set a hand on Serindas, anticipating some kind of riot, but
upon the first spluttered question—"Where the pike'd you come from,
girl?"—Lark launched straight into a fantastic tale of being
kidnapped by the Corvishfolk.

In short order, Dasira had to admit that the
girl knew how to bullshit. It helped that they were in the
downlands, near the Amandic border; Wyndish uplanders didn't laugh
at tales of Corvish antics, they sharpened their axes. Suddenly
there were drinks on the house, though, and a gathering crowd of
bored caravaners, and Lark's stories veered from madcap escape to
fanciful tales of the serpent-south. As much as the subject-matter
made Dasira nervous, none of the locals started an uproar; all
seemed rapt by the thought of endless sand shimmering with heat,
cliffside caves full of pirates, and dragons taking wing over the
night-cloaked dunes.

Considering the wintry weather, she almost
understood.

She snatched a bit of sleep in a corner while
Lark talked. Near the end of the night, the girl made a show of
drunkenly hiring her as a bodyguard, which Dasira nearly refused
out of bafflement until she realized that Lark had never
acknowledged they were together. She accepted grudgingly, and only
had to sprain one drunkard's finger when the man insisted that she
was too small and dainty to be anyone's bodyguard. After that, Lark
fended off advances on her own, flirting yet demurring, while
Dasira kept a glower on all involved.

Some marks later, once all the drinkers had
lapsed into sleep and Lark had curled up by the fire in a ball of
coats and snores, Dasira heaved herself up and shouldered through
the door.

It was dim outside, pre-dawn, and bitterly
cold. She leaned her arms on the porch rail and squinted down the
road, trying to suppress a yawn. Tarwood was just stirring, the
sharp crack of a single axe on wood ringing through the still air,
a few bundled-up figures moving between longhouses. In the
caravan-shelter beside the tavern, the draft-hogs made surly sounds
as the stablehand started his rounds.

“Are you prepared?” said a soft voice behind
her.

She stiffened and glanced over her shoulder
at the wraith. He stood barely a pace behind her, a grey silhouette
against the tavern window, cloak and hood hiding everything but the
thin line of his mouth. No frost marked his breath, if he breathed
at all.

“Ilshenrir, is it?” she said flatly, mood
souring. She hated being surprised. “Have you found Cob?”

“No.”

“Then what do you want?”

“Are you prepared to meet the Guardian?”

She scowled. “What do you care?”

“I would know how to approach it.”

“I’d say don’t.”

The wraith tilted its head slightly. Even
from up close, Dasira couldn't say if it was actually male, or if
Lark had just picked the gender of her preference. The name sounded
male but the fine jawline and slim shoulders muddied the image, and
she had seen dead ones before; stripped bare, they were like broken
dolls, featureless and sexless.

“Retreat is no longer an option,” said the
wraith. “Tell me how.”

“Why are you even here? Pretending to be a
grey wraith, picking up hitchhikers…”

The wraith was silent. Though she couldn't
see its eyes, she felt it watching her, and her hackles rose. They
always did that, as if they could see straight through their hoods,
their masks—as if they had eyes everywhere.

“Answer me,” she said through her teeth.

“Or?”

She glared at its mouth, at the faint smile
that curled there. Even its teeth were unsettling when they showed:
pearly, perfect, all the same. “Or pike you,” she said. “You’re a
threat. I should—“

“You will do nothing,” said the wraith. “You
have no options. I see the connection to your master, abomination.
I recognize his signature. He has sent you in pursuit again, yes?
After retrieving you from the corpse in which you fought the
vessel, died for the vessel. If I believed you a danger to
Aesangat, I would have left you in the Grey. But you did not lie to
Lark. What is your mission now?”

Dasira stared at the wraith, suddenly very
aware of the metal stud in her right ear and the throb of Serindas
against her thigh. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

The wraith made a faint sound, a laugh or a
sigh. “Answers for answers.”

Her mind raced. If it had seen her fight Cob
in the forest, then it couldn't be a haelhene; they were locked out
of the Mist Forest as much as the airahene were locked in. As for
recognizing Enkhaelen’s signature...

That worried her. Enkhaelen was usually so
cautious with his illicit projects.

All it’s doing is connecting the stud to
the body Enkhaelen wore to retrieve me, she told herself. It
can’t know who he really is.

“I’m meant to protect Cob,” she muttered.
“How did you get out of the woods?”

“Carefully.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It is all that you would understand. I am
here to aid the Guardian.”

“Why?”

The wraith paused, as if planning to force
another admission from her first, but then said, “One of us must.
As I loosed the arrow, I have selected myself for the task.”

Fury gripped her, sudden and hot as a
wildfire. In her mind's eye she saw the crystal arrow quivering in
Cob's side, the ice crawling up his flesh. The wraiths vanishing
into the mist.

Her hand dove through the slit in her dress
to yank Serindas free, but the blade's quillons caught on the
fabric partway out. That instant of pause undid her, for as she
tore it through the gap, Ilshenrir's hand clamped around her throat
and shoved her half-over the railing. It was hideously strong for
such a fragile-looking thing, its hand hard and strange under the
glove, and as she flailed automatically for balance, it caught her
forearm and pinned it to the rail. In the shadow of the hood, its
eyes glowed like foggy citrine, without pupil or white.

“Listen to me,” it said softly. “I am not
your enemy. The airahene fear the Guardian's wrath too much to act,
but I must; it was my arrow that struck your friend, my trigger to
your master’s trap. My responsibility. If we do nothing, if we let
the Guardian be taken by your Empire and destroyed, then we are one
step closer to our own annihilation. I will not be dragged back to
the White Isle without a fight.”

Dasira snarled up at it, then squelched the
rage with a concentrated effort of will. It would keep. “Dragged
back," she said. "You’re a haelhene deserter?"

“I am as much a haelhene as you are an
Imperial,” said the wraith. “Control your blade.”

Grimacing, Dasira glanced to the dagger to
find that it had twisted in her hand, seeking the wraith's flesh.
She clamped down on its presence in her mind, pushing it to submit,
and though it struggled more than usual, it finally slumped in her
grip, sullen. She crammed it back in its sheath.

Ilshenrir released her and stepped away, and
she set her feet on the porch again, rubbing her throat. “Why
should I believe you?” she said after a moment. “You could have
stolen a cloak off a grey wraith—“

“Your belief does not matter. All I require
from you is the way to approach him.”

She opened her mouth, thinking to say,
Tell him the truth. Tell him everything, from shooting him to
being a haelhene wraith, then decided against it. As much as
she would love to see Guardian-Cob tear Ilshenrir apart, the wraith
represented an important resource: mist-travel, knowledge of its
kind, potential fighting skill. Whatever had spurred Cob to leave
the woods and head into the Heartlands, it would bring trouble, and
she had the bitter sense that she couldn't deal with it alone.

“Don’t tell him you shot him,” she said
instead. “He has a temper. But I don’t know that it will matter.
He’s petrified of wraiths, and it’s obvious what you are.”

The wraith’s thin mouth twitched. Then, as
she watched, the porcelain pallor of its features warmed and
softened, taking on a faint peach tone; the sharp planes of its
cheeks rounded, the angles of its eyelids curving delicately. It
blinked, and when its eyes opened, they were no longer crystalline
but human—a light golden-hazel in a face at once beautiful and
masculine, indefinably exotic. He brushed his hood back to reveal a
smooth sweep of blond hair.

“Is it?” he said, and his voice held melody
and amusement now, breath pluming in the crisp air. He touched the
cloak with one hand, and its glossy material shifted to a dull
woodland green.

Dasira stared, then shook her head slowly.
“He’ll see through your illusion—“

“It is not an illusion.”

Frowning, she eyed him up and down. His whole
outline had shifted under the color-changed cloak—less willowy,
more solid though still rather androgynous. She couldn't remember
ever seeing a haelhene change like that. “What—“

“I have descended closer to your...solidity.
It has its disadvantages, of course.”

Slower, I hope. Weaker. “All right,”
said Dasira grudgingly, “if that’s how you plan to play it, maybe
Cob won’t attack you on sight. But the Guardian…”

“The Guardian is not in control.”

“For both our sakes, that had better be
true.”

Ilshenrir smiled briefly, then blinked and
reached beneath his cloak to draw out the arrowhead. Its
crystalline material glimmered in the dim light, and as he hooked
his fingers through its leather cord, it lifted upward in defiance
of gravity to point south-east.

“Retrieve Lark,” he said. “We must go.”

Dasira hesitated, well aware that he might
vanish the moment she turned her back. But he could vanish in front
of her too, and hadn't done that, so she forced herself to the door
and into the stifling confines of the tavern, to pick through the
caravaners snoring on the common room floor until she found
Lark.

Her first shake of the girl’s shoulder drew
only a groan. She resisted the urge to bang Lark’s head against the
floor and hooked arms around her bearskin-shrouded waist instead,
hauling upward. Lark awakened with a squawk and a flail, and Dasira
let go immediately, satisfied by the subsequent thump.

“What the—“ said Lark.

“Up. We have a trace.”

“Oh Shadow, my head…”

“Up!”

Lark staggered to her feet, guided by
Dasira’s grip on her arm, and together they navigated back to the
door. The southern girl winced as they stepped into the cold
morning, pulling her coat tighter around herself, but Dasira was
just relieved to see Ilshenrir still there. The arrowhead’s glow
had intensified in the brief interlude and now hovered like a star
on a string.

“Come,” said Ilshenrir, extending one hand to
them, his gaze never wavering from the arrowhead. Already mist had
begun to rise from the porch.

Lark clasped his hand and looked back to
Dasira. Fear had already banished the bleariness in her eyes.
“Don’t let go of me, all right?” she said. “No matter what you see
or hear. It’s…weird in there.”

Remembering Lark’s comment about the
underworld, Dasira steeled herself and nodded.

Then the mist rose, and Tarwood was gone.


 


 


 


 Chapter 4 – Allegiances

 


In the early light, Cob waited beside the
half-frozen river, periodically squinting up the road that entered
the populated side of Cantorin. He wasn't alone; Arik in wolf-form
sat next to him, furry head resting against his leg, and Sister
Talla stood like a sentinel a few paces away. She wasn't in armor
but dressed warmly, with a knitted cap over her short grey hair and
several layers of shawls and skirts in the flower-patterned Amandic
style, yet she still radiated an unapproachable militancy.

That was fine with Cob. He had no desire to
talk.

They had been bundled out of the hidden
temple after a quick hot breakfast and the Mother Matriarch’s
blessing in absentia; she was apparently confined to bed. Cob felt
bad about that. She'd seemed nice.

He knew he should be in a better mood. After
all, he was warm and washed and well-fed, his scruffy beard-growth
now clean-shaven, and his pack was stuffed with all the food,
clothing, and travel supplies it could fit. It had been difficult
to convince the mob of Trifolders to trim down their offerings to
just the essentials; if they could have figured out a rucksack that
a wolf could wear, Arik would be weighted down too.

Their generosity discomfited him. He still
felt like their enemy, for all that he had chosen to side with the
Guardian.

The most important item was tucked in an
inner pocket of Cob’s coat: his new travel papers, complete with a
license for a tame wolf. According to them, his name was now Aloyan
Erosei, though Sister Merroh—who had procured the papers—had warned
him that not all Imperials were ignorant of Kerrindrixi
legends.

It was the only other name he dared take,
though, and even then he was uncomfortable. He hated calling
himself by a title he hadn't earned. The alternative was to pick a
real Darronwayn name, but that felt too dangerous; he Guardian’s
presence already made him distractible without adding a foreign
identity he would forget overnight.

All of this made him uneasy as he awaited the
caravan, his attention straying from the city to the snow-cloaked
hills that stretched eastward. The plan was to travel with the
caravan as a hireling and his guard-wolf, first south to Nissaton
and then east to the Amandic capital at Silverton. From there, they
would head southeast to Turo, the only town that shared a border
with the Accursed Thornland of Haaraka, where they would meet with
a Trifolder enclave and gain passage through the barrier that
apparently separated Haaraka from the Empire.

Cob didn't look forward to submitting himself
to necromancers, even Trifold-trusted ones. His only experience of
such malevolent magic had been through Morshoc, and from the
stories, Morshoc’s behavior was standard for his kind. Yet he hated
waiting even more. Brain abuzz, he'd barely slept after the ritual
last night, and wanted to be far away now—on the road, moving
toward freedom.

‘It will come,’ said a voice beside
him. ‘We are already more free than we were.’

Cob flinched, then grimaced as Sister Talla
gave him a brief cool glance. Slanting his gaze sideways, he found
another figure standing just out of arm’s reach.

His father.

“You’re imaginary,” he muttered into his
scarf. Against his leg, the wolf perked an ear.

The phantasm that was Dernyel son of Rithmar
shook his head slowly. ‘Hallucination, yes. Imaginary, no.’
He wasn't an old man, but weathered, his dark face scoured by years
in the mountains, and he wore his black hair bound back in a
traditionally severe waist-length braid. His black dream-armor had
given way to plain herder’s garments of leather and wool, with a
goat-hide across his shoulders; over it ran a broad strap that held
a sheathed sword across his back, every inch wrapped to conceal the
metal. Cob remembered that sword from the flying dream, an
unexpected silver blur.

Dernyel had died nine years ago in
Kerrindryr, thrown off the cliff in front of his wife and son. It
unnerved Cob to stand beside him again.

“Why are you here?” he mumbled.

The phantasm looked to him calmly, black eyes
like chips of flint. ‘I am always with you, Ko Vrin. Your bonds
have been weakened enough that we might speak freely, though you
need not do it aloud.’

Cob’s grimace deepened at his father’s
pronunciation of his name. All the Guardians called him that, but
he couldn't remember ever answering to it in reality. They said it
meant ‘hidden truth’, like he was supposed to seek that truth
out.

He just wanted them to leave him alone.

“I don’t wanna think at you,” he mumbled.
“It’s creepy.”

‘As you will.’

Silence fell. Cob stared at his father
sidelong, jealous of the patience in the older man’s demeanor. The
serenity. When he had confronted Dernyel in the flying dream, he
had raged at him like a child, yet Dernyel had been the one to
apologize. Despite that, and despite Cob’s shame for his own
misbehavior, the ember of anger still seethed in his heart—anger
for Dernyel’s death, for his and his mother’s enslavement, for the
Guardian trapped inside him. He felt his hands curling into fists
at the mere thought, incapable of letting go.

But he couldn't yell here. Not with Sister
Talla and the wolf as audience.
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