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Orange light seeped through the gaps between mountains, staining the mist in the valley below, like watercolor seeping into paper. There was no sign of the army come to kill us, but I knew it was there.

Our companions—even Conrad, an abomination of my own creation—had gone their separate ways, leaving Thane and I to evade the enemy that stood between us and my home. 

I didn’t mean the home where I was born, not Solheim where the Dead God reigned. 

My mother was high priestess of the rite that had summoned the god and destruction to our world, so she could rule over the dead. She had promised my soul in payment to seal the bargain, but I was nobody’s sacrificial goat. She couldn’t have me.

“We go right through the middle,” I told Thane. 

I was tired of running. We’d been skirting the edge of the valley for days, hiding from patrols, killing if we had to. I didn’t do the killing, and not from any conviction that bad guys could be reformed. No, I wanted the bad guys dead, but I wasn’t the one to do it. Not out of squeamishness either. Quite the opposite. If I grew too fond of killing, I was certain to become my mother.

What daughter hasn’t struggled and failed to avoid becoming what she hates most? Still, I couldn’t afford to give up the fight. 

Lili of Solheim was the worst person in existence, if you could call her that. She was a lich, a dead thing held together by force of will. She worshipped Death, commanded Him. But I had a leg up on the ladder to damnation—I was Death’s promised bride. Everyone would pay the price if I became like her.

The Dead God’s armies blanketed the human realms to the south like the orange fog before us, ripping away souls and carrying them to the afterlife, leaving animated shells behind to swell the ranks of His armies even further. There were more dead than living in those lands now. Only one refuge for humanity remained: The Three Kingdoms and its capitol, Highcrowne. My true home. 

I wanted its familiarity, wanted it more than anything. Maybe I could find the old Eva there? I didn’t recognize the person I’d become.

The god harvested souls, and it seemed He wanted His bride to do the same. I hungered for the lives around me, aching to breathe them in and consume them. 

That’s why I shouldn’t kill.

“I believe in you, Eva, but going through the middle of Lili’s troops?” Thane shook his head.

“Think about it. Fharen fooled my mother, stole the First Soul out of her hands without her knowing. You have the same power.”

I picked up a pebble. “You can place a glamour on this stone and make it look and feel just like the First Soul. We can tie it to a horse and let it go. Meanwhile, we walk right past everyone, with the real relic concealed by another glamour. Us along with it.”

“You’re relying on me a lot,” he pointed out.

“I trust you.” My voice didn’t waver as much as I feared it might. 

He’d been the enemy once, but Thane was a complicated being. And ‘being’ was probably the best term for him. He had no body of his own, but the one he was currently inhabiting, Fharen’s, had magic that could be very useful right now.

“I’m not sure I can trust me. Lili’s ritual gives her command over the Dead God until the bargain is fulfilled. Until you are sacrificed to Him, He’s trapped and must obey her. That means she could have power over me. She could command me to kill you.”

The other complicated thing about Thane was him being part of the Dead God, a portion of His spirit, wandering about possessing bodies. It was a long story. In a sense, he’d betrayed Himself for me. Romantic—and scary as hell.

“Then we stay away from Lili. She never sees us. It’s a big valley.”

“And a big army.” 

He was right. As the fog cleared, we saw the entirety of it, stretched like a fungus over the landscape. Dwarves mostly, as the risen troops could not violate the divine Compact that kept them out of the Kingdoms. The enemy camp was farther east than last time we looked, either headed back into Dwarf Lands or shadowing us until their hunters caught me. 

Lili’s army had been even bigger before a third peeled off to besiege Illul Faellion. Princess Hilja and hordes of scheming elf royals were holed up there, too busy fighting among themselves to do anything about the lich-led soldiers banging on their gates.

The army felt like overkill for little old me, as I was sure the werewolves in the hills and soldiers on horseback would catch us soon enough. We saw or heard them wherever we went. Thane’s glamour kept us hidden, but how long until a determined mage penetrated it? 

We should go where they weren’t looking.

“And see there,” I pointed at the silver ribbon of water, one section bristling with tree-sized masts. “There are boats on the river. We steal one and give our feet a rest. The horses’ hooves. Whatever.”

He sighed. “Alright.” 

I read souls, Thane’s easier than anyone else’s, and I knew he wasn’t convinced, but he’d try for my sake. He knew I was a city girl and living wild was taking its toll. Living in fear of dying was the real drain. I wanted this over. One way or another.

He cupped the pebble I’d given him in one hand and then passed the other hand over it, like a street magician doing a parlor trick. The stone suddenly flared in my soul sight. 

The flash of power turned from white to inky black, as he replicated the miasma of the First Soul. It was a relic from the time of the earliest gods, their failed attempt at crafting a soul. They had created something else instead. Unlike most souls, which shined liked stars in the black of the Void, the relic was beyond black. It absorbed all light and hope and left only despair. Anger. Greed. At least that’s how Thane described it. 

To me, it was a siren. It called me to embrace my hunger, to revel in power and fear nothing. Let others fear me.

“You’ve copied it perfectly,” I said, unwilling to touch the pebble now. 

The relic was dangerous. It made me think terrible things, but it was supposed to be a tool, a key, something I could use. Somehow. If only I could figure it out. I needed help. I needed to get home.

“If it convinces you, it will convince anyone.” He put the enchanted stone into his horse’s saddlebag.

“How do you do a glamour like that?” I asked. It seemed risky, copying something so evil, and I hoped I was wrong about how he did it.

“It is risky,” he said, answering my thought. 

We did that often, he and I, communicating without words. We both had soul sight. It was more than reading minds, it went deeper than thought, and was more truthful. It also made it hard to hide anything from one another. Without it, I would never have trusted him. He was the enemy after all. 

Thane’s soul sight had changed him. While hunting me down and preparing me for the last step of Lili’s sacrificial rite, he had built a deep connection with me. That connection worked both ways and made him change his allegiance. 

Some things about him would always be alien, though. He only cared to help my friends and Highcrowne because I cared. He felt the world through me. There was no love in him for it otherwise.

“How risky is ‘risky’?” I persisted.

“A glamour is essentially a reflection. It can be a fear, a dream, an image, but it must first exist in someone’s mind to be given form. The relic’s image—the blackness you see, its compelling power—all of that exists in your mind, Eva, so I reflect it onto this stone for Lili to see as well. The risk is I reflect too much, that she sees more of your thoughts, or worse, guesses this is a glamour because it does not match how she perceives the First Soul. I do not know her mind, so I cannot be sure the illusion is perfect.”

“All I need is a distraction, not perfection.” I took the saddlebags off my horse, cautious as the mount’s eyes flashed white at me. The beast’s silken brown coat shivered at my touch. Horses didn’t like me much, and I didn’t like them in return. “Get,” I told it.

“Lead it to the plain,” Thane chided. “There is little for it to eat here among the rocks.” 

People he didn’t love, but animals he did. Strange man.

Even as he chastised me, he slapped his own mount’s rump and said, “Go.”

“You’re shooing yours off.”

“Mister Gardens will be our decoy.” He indicated the fake relic in the animal’s pack. “If he will leave my side. Go!” Thane repeated.

Thane had named Mister Gardens after my favorite fictional detective, but I still didn’t like the beast. 

My horse, which I rode when necessary, and unwillingly I might add, looked eager to be away. 

“Why not this one? He’ll make a good dinner for the wolves hunting us,” I said.

It eyed me angrily and raised a hoof, wanting to stomp me no doubt. My glare put it on its best behavior again. 

“No,” Thane said. “Gardens will do his duty.”

It didn’t look like it to me. The stallion continued to follow us like a puppy, no matter how many times Thane pushed it away with a pained expression. Finally, he stopped and put his forehead against the animal’s cheek, speaking in elvish.

I spoke elvish, but this was a dialect I didn’t know. It made my skin tingle. The words carried power, strange and unlike the chill of Solhan necromancy. This power was akin to sunshine, a breeze carrying the first scents of spring. 

Gardens snuffled Thane’s face. It looked like a kiss, and then the horse bolted. He climbed into the hills and was soon out of sight.

“What was that?” I asked.

“An understanding. I spoke to him and told him why it was so important he obey. Elves disdain the old ways, lowering themselves to speak with primitive beasts, and so Fharen never used that language. None of them do anymore. While I become those whom I inhabit and know everything they know and feel, I am not them. I like the old language, and I like the beasts they—and you—deride, for they are pure and uncomplicated.”

Thane surprised me every day. I liked it. 

Some men you could gauge in an instant, but Thane’s soul was vast, his personality formed from all the people he’d possessed and the experiences he’d had in foreign lands. He seemed innocent and naïve at times, dangerous and seductive at others. 

I kissed him to surprise him back. 

I’d grown serious ever since my sister died and after what I did to Conrad. We hadn’t shared a carefree night of passion since before we faced Harbinger. There was something about danger that lowered my inhibitions, though, and we were about to do something very dangerous. 

His cinnamon taste drew me in. I pulled away from the kiss before I was lost in distraction. There wasn’t time. “You ready?” I breathed. 

He nodded, but I sensed his hesitation. 

“This will be fun.” I smiled wickedly to convince him.

“You sound like me now. Only I’m immortal and you’re not.”

“Mortality doesn’t make me an invalid. You wanted to know what life feels like? It’s scary and dangerous, because it can all end in an instant. Fun. Like I said.” I set off down the game trail we’d been using, knowing he’d follow.

I dragged my horse along, not needing to speak its language to sense it would have preferred to go with Gardens.

I was glad to have the creature for once, using its reins to steady me. There was a shakiness in my gut that made me want to throw up. My legs trembled with each step. I’d hoped to trick myself into bravery, but it wasn’t working.

When we reached the valley floor, my false confidence vanished completely, and I stopped. The army had seemed unreal from the ridge, but up close I couldn’t make out the horizon for all the tents, uniforms and sharp weapons obscuring the view. Dwarves bred faster than rabbits, with ten males to every female, and the army’s ranks were swollen with recruits. 

They weren’t trained for war though. The Three Kingdoms had been at peace for centuries, and you could see it in the soldiers’ eyes. None of them knew what they were doing, and the officers drilling them looked almost as nervous. They’d been hoping for a chance to finally be soldiers, but theory was one thing, reality another.

I pulled back from reading their souls. It was automatic, like breathing, but I didn’t know if they could detect when I did it. We couldn’t afford to be caught, so I struggled to control the ability that had crept up on me along with other disturbing powers. They surfaced when I first absorbed my sister’s soul and grew with each one I devoured after.

The monsters and I looked a lot alike some days. 

Thane assured me devoured souls were purified, not lost. They continued to the Halls of the Dead. No permanent damage. Except to me. 

Thane removed my horse’s bridle and released the mount near other horses belonging to the enemy cavalry, which were staked out on the periphery to munch the thinning grass. 

If anyone was watching, the mare would have appeared out of thin air, Thane’s glamour no longer hiding her. Fortunately, the guard on duty snored noisily. 

Many elves used glamours, but I’d never encountered anyone as powerful as Fharen, the Elf King. If Thane hadn’t acquired the king’s abilities when he acquired his body, I wouldn’t dream of doing what we were doing now. 

Not that my hand didn’t stray to the hilt of my sword from time to time. I wouldn’t kill, but there was a head-knocker on the handle of the Ashur if I needed it.

We wended our way past sharpened stakes, ditches and other defenses. What would dare attack this place? Maybe it made the nervous soldiers feel better?

I wasn’t familiar with how armies worked, but this one looked busy. Soldiers marched in formation or swung weapons at posts painted with elfish silhouettes, while others worked at repairing armor damaged in the recent battle against the elves. 

The werewolves, the dozens who survived anyway, were practicing too. They had a manikin with pointed ears they took turns pouncing and savaging. 

“I don’t think they’re all hunting me,” I whispered.

Thane laughed, and I shushed him. “Don’t worry,” he said. “My glamour hides our voices along with our presence. And of course, they are not all looking for you, as delightful as you are to hunt. They are preparing for war.”

“Illul Faellion is the opposite direction. I assumed they were chasing us.”

“The river leads other places.”

“Highcrowne.” I got it. I’d hoped home would offer refuge, and surely the Avians, with their ancient knowledge and power, could protect us, but they’d soon be surrounded, trapped by invaders. If I didn’t hurry, I’d be trapped outside the city, unable to find the answers I sought within it.

A wolf growled and twisted mid leap, turning back to sniff the wind. 

I froze. “Does it smell us?”

“We are concealed,” Thane repeated, although he didn’t sound as certain as I would have liked.

Another wolf tore through a nearby tent and jumped the one who’d been on the alert. They fought, rolling in the mud, their snarls making my hairs stand on end. 

Thane sagged. He had dark circles under his eyes, and I realized the glamours he was maintaining were taking their toll. Not only had he kept us hidden for days already, but now he was hiding our sounds and scents even, as well as the glamour he maintained at a distance on Gardens and the fake stone. Not to mention hiding the real one, even from me. 

I’d almost forgotten about the First Soul, which was the point. Now it stirred. Thane furrowed his brow, struggling to shield it again. 

The First Soul was a twisted mistake that shone darkness instead of light in the universe. It corrupted and controlled, maddening mortals and gods alike. Thane could only cover it with illusions, like a silken scarf over an oil lamp, and those illusions burnt away whenever the relic was determined enough. 

I was its Keeper. It was my job, not Thane’s to quell it, but I hesitated. 

Beads of sweat formed on Thane’s brow, and I sensed a stirring in the distant command tent where my mother met with her generals. Werewolves and soldiers would not kill us as quickly as she would. She was the true danger, and now the relic would give us away. 

I spoke to it in my mind: Hush. I don’t want you stolen by her. You want to be with me, don’t you?

You never speak to me anymore.

I’m trying to get us to safety, to a place where I can be yours.

You lie. I know your feelings. It meant Thane.

Mortal passions cannot compare to you.

No, for I offer more than you can imagine. There is no need to run or hide. I will give you power this pathetic world has never seen. We shall tear the Dead God to shreds. We shall make all the enemies you flee quiver in terror. Give yourself to me, and I will be all you need. 

It shoved images into my head. I saw the army around us dead at my feet. My mother’s head bowed—before I cut it off with the sword I’d inherited from her, and her soul infused the blade with the echo of yet another death. Her powerful soul would feed me and it. 

The relic was all I would ever need. 

“Yes.” I reached for the First Soul, clutching at the pouch on Thane’s hip where he kept it from me.

“Eva.” Sweat poured off him in rivulets now. He took my hands in his strong grip. “Stop talking to it. Look at me. Look at me.”

I gazed into his eyes. Pale blue, not Solhan white. Fharen was half-elf and half-Solhan, but he usually used his impressive power to maintain a glamour of pureblood elf perfection. Thane hardly looked like King Fharen at all. He was my Thane. In his eyes, I saw the one I loved. His golden soul was the antithesis of the relic’s black blight, and I clutched at him like you would a railing when you’ve nearly fallen. 

I let the First Soul’s visions slip from my mind and fade like a dream.

When I was in control again, I nodded. Thane relaxed his brow, and I felt the tension in him ease. The relic tortured him in its own way, and we seldom had a day where it did not intrude.

I couldn’t allow that thing to warp me. It was supposed to be my key to stopping the Dead God. I needed to learn how to use it, and that’s why I needed to reach Highcrowne soon. 

Lili had used the First Soul to summon the Dead God into the world, but she had listened to the relic too much, or maybe it had listened to her? I don’t know whose idea it was originally, but they both wanted the living crushed beneath their feet.

I sensed she remained in the tent, undisturbed by my battle with the First Soul. She still didn’t know we were here. Good. 

I could veer over and confront her, of course. Demand the knowledge I needed, use the Soul to compel answers from her.

I quashed that thought as a dangerous one that would leave me vulnerable to it again. No. 

Uncle Ulric would know what to do. I was certain of it. 

I had tried dream walking to speak with him, but it hadn’t worked. Highcrowne was in turmoil, and I feared he was dead. But there was no justification for that fear. My uncle was a powerful Asheen, one of the nine who had ruled Solheim. My own lack of skill was likely to blame. I’d find him and learn what I needed to know. That was the plan.

Why did I bother to make plans?

***
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WE WERE HALFWAY ACROSS the valley, almost to the river and the possibility of a boat to carry us to Highcrowne faster than Lili’s army could march, when I felt something new. 

I had clamped down hard on my magical senses to keep the voice of the First Soul out of my head, but another voice pressed into my mind and screamed for my attention. I couldn’t resist, not even a little.

Eva...Thorne, it said over and over.

It knew my name. Its silent voice seemed to call from a nearby tent, and I had no choice but to step inside.

“What are you doing?” Thane followed without waiting for my reply. I couldn’t explain it anyway.

I moved deeper into the gloom, and my Solhan eyes adjusted to the darkness. The interior was richly decorated: silks hanging from poles, embroidered carpets beneath my feet. 

A lone vase drew me. It was displayed on a nondescript table, it’s eggshell blue ceramic polished to a glossy shine, the neck elongated like that of a crane. The tent was large enough to hold a dozen vases on plinths, but there was only the one. 

I knew what it was. Life echoed within; the fading warmth of a soul long separated from its body.

Uncle had more soul jars in his small study. What was so special about this one? How could it compel me?

As soon as I touched it, I knew it was a mistake. 

Lili jerked into full attention. I felt the shift in her. She knew some intruder had entered her personal tent. I dared not read any more from her, else she might guess it was me.

“Soldiers are coming,” Thane hissed. 

“I know.” I knew before I heard the shouts and rattle of dwarvish chainmail.

I grabbed the jar, which was small enough to carry in one hand, and ran. Sensing where my mother was, I shifted our vector to stay as far away from her as possible. 

Lili was a powerful necromancer, but she couldn’t counteract elvish glamour. The soul jar vanished from her senses, hidden along with us in an illusion of Thane’s creation. She was confused, shouting commands to “find it.” And then she realized another soul was reading hers.

“Oops.” I really wished I’d learned more control. At least not been so tempted to eavesdrop.

“Lili knows it’s us,” I warned Thane.

He gave me a look but didn’t say more. He was busy, fighting to hide us from an alerted army. Werewolves stopped their play and sniffed the breeze, muscles taut as war horns howled their brassy commands.

We reached the riverbank, only to find the masts we’d seen from the hills were attached to broken wrecks grounded on the shore. 

When the army first swarmed this valley, the merchant captains must have wisely fled before any useful vessels could be commandeered. Their quick thinking was our doom. The current of the Serpent’s Ribbon was too strong to navigate without slave-rowed ships with banks of oars, sophisticated sails, or a steamboat. 

Dwarven troops had begun building more. Piles of trees cleared from the lower foothills were stacked along the shore, some skeletal hauls taking shape, but none were finished. The soldiers who had been sawing and working them now donned armor. 

We were hemmed in on all sides. Lili was sure to track me down before we could return to the hills. I had no choice but to swim—and I really wished I’d learned how. 

A few row boats were intact, rocking against the side of the dock. Better than swimming. Barely. Boards creaked as we moved, despite all the shrouding glamours we wore. I settled on a bench and grabbed the oars. 

I winced from a splinter and had a flashback to the last time I rowed a boat. 

“Allow me,” Thane said, taking the oars instead. He must have remembered too. Then he gasped and stuck a bleeding thumb in his mouth. The hands he’d borrowed from Fharen were as soft and delicate as only a pampered king’s could be.

I laughed. “Splinters aren’t so funny, are they? I have a higher pain tolerance than you. Allow me.” 

I rowed for a while, fighting against the current until my stomach muscles ached, and I couldn’t hide my discomfort anymore. Thane took over then, his hands wrapped in cloth, and I despaired when his efforts did not get us any further upstream than mine. We were still within sight of the dock.

Our only hope was to throw my stolen treasure over the side and let it be carried downstream. That might distract Lili.

I reached into my pack to feel for the blue jar I’d hidden there. It had quieted, but as soon as I touched it, I heard it again. Like a vibration moving through my hand and up into my skull, it took hold of my muscles and wouldn’t let me get rid of it. 

I couldn’t throw it away. Even if I could make myself, part of me didn’t want to. I needed to know how it could control me, why it knew my name—my true name. 
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It was bad enough I had the First Soul whispering in my head, now this too? 

Thane frowned. “I recognize that expression. Is my glamour slipping? Do you hear the relic?” There was sweat beading on his brow from either the rowing or all the concentration on magic or both. He was much more than a man, but he had his limits. 

“No, don’t worry. Stay focused on what you’re doing. I’m listening to the jar. I hear my name. What else does it know about me?”

“It’s talking to you? Throw it away, Eva. Into the water right now. That was Lili’s private tent. That thing belongs to her, and it cannot be good. I served Lili for years, reporting to her whenever I passed by Solheim, and I never knew her to eat or sleep or leave the throne she erected in the inner sanctum. All she needs is power. The fact she has a personal tent, with one occupant—that jar—is disturbing.”

“You said it: all Lili needs is power. So, I have to know what power this jar gives her. Maybe we can use it? Besides, it would be unwise to let anyone else have it. It knows my name.”

“A lot of people know your name. You are a Thorne.”

“My true name.” 

Solhans, fairies, and many other races believed power lay in true names. Solhans used them to control souls. Even the most unskilled practitioner could wield the power of a great necromancer over a soul chained to them by invocation of a true name. Others believed names granted wishes. Someone could not rest once you called their name, not until they fulfilled your desire. Fairy tales were full of such stories of compelling gnomes and spirits with a name. 

I believed in all those things, but I’d never had to worry about keeping my name safe before. I never knew it. Only Lili did. 

The fact she hadn’t used it against me probably meant it was all superstition. Or, perhaps she’d already invoked my name when she sold my soul, and my hand in marriage, to the Dead God? 

Whatever the reason, she had told the soul within this jar my name as well. At least I thought it was my name, because it started with ‘Eva’ and ended with ‘Thorne’ and had two other names in the middle. And whenever it whispered those names, I couldn’t dream of setting it down. It had bewitched and compelled me to obey.

The First Soul would be jealous.

Thane stayed quiet. He’d inhabited Erick and so carried the knowledge of one of the greatest Solhan necromancers. He understood why the jar was important. He also didn’t bother to ask my name, because he knew I’d never tell him. He kept up his struggle against the river’s current and left me to my questioning without further argument.

“Why did you call me?” I asked the jar. I felt stupid talking out loud, but I worried my internal voice would connect to the wrong mysterious, dangerous relic in our possession. One cursed object at a time.

Eva...Thorne. That’s all it said, over and over.

Frustrated, I stuffed it in the bottom of my pack, muffled in clothing and dried provisions. See how it liked being ignored.

“You could throw it in the river,” Thane suggested again, as if the thought had never occurred to me. 

Then, for a moment, I wondered if he meant the First Soul? Not until I’m done with it.

It heard my stray, traitorous thought and flared to life. 

Thane cried out in pain, and the glamour shrouding us disappeared. 

One of the soldiers posted along the bank spotted us and cried out, “Ahoy, you in the dingy! Make yerself known before we sticks an arrow in ye.”

“Lili will see us too,” I warned.

“I know, but I can’t contain...It hurts!” Thane screamed, hands clutching his temples as though his mind was about to explode.

The dwarven soldier on the shore notched an arrow, and more came out of nearby tents to stand beside him.

I took the oars again and heaved, rowing as fast as I could, allowing Thane time to recover. I knew I should intervene in his struggle with the Soul, be a proper Keeper and force it to obey, but I didn’t know how anymore. Whenever I tried sweet talk or reason, it seduced me with dark dreams. 

“Eva,” Thane gasped, tears streaming down his cheeks.

With my soul sight, I saw the relic’s black miasma. It was like inky tentacles, wrapping themselves around Thane and trying to swallow the bright light of the man I loved. 

“Stop!” I ordered, but the Soul didn’t listen. 

Scores of soldiers stood along both banks now, arrows drawn. I heard the growl of a werewolf close by, an excited, hungry sound. 

Thane, despite his agony, managed to summon a glamour again. The soldiers’ expressions turned from focused to confused when we vanished from sight. They released their arrows anyway, seeking to strike us even if they couldn’t see us. 

Projectiles hit the river all around, sending out expanding ripples, and two struck the boat with a dull thunk. The dwarves needed more practice. Of course, one of the arrows hit a hairsbreadth from my left knee, so we’d been lucky.

I was more worried about the werewolf. 

Surprised dwarves went flying, shoved aside by the preternaturally strong creature as it homed in on us. I sensed Lili close behind. She couldn’t penetrate the glamour, but it had been down long enough for her know I was here.

I’d changed my mind. I was more worried about her than the wolf.

I rowed so fast that instant calluses formed.

Thane spoke an incantation in that old elvish dialect he’d used with the horse, his words clipped, as he struggled through the pain of the relic’s punishment. 

Are you punishing Thane or me? I asked it.

It didn’t answer.

One side of the river erupted in vines, ensnaring the archers. Thane waved a hand, and the other bank was likewise choked in brambles. Trapped soldiers cursed, while others drew swords and tried to cut them free. The werewolf jumped over the top of it all and landed in the water, paddling like a dog right for us.

That’s when I realized we were not invisible after all: the boat made ripples in the water. The creature could pinpoint exactly where we were.

“Damn it.” I needed the First Soul. 

I’d used it to boost my magic before, but each time it got harder not to listen to its suggestions. I worried I wouldn’t be controlling it—it would control me. But time and doubts were luxuries I didn’t have now. I’d pay the consequences later. 

I extracted the gem from Thane’s belt pouch—he was in too much agony to stop me—and blew a kiss across it, stirring the dark mist shrouding its crystalline surface, until my breath became a black gale that tore across the river, creating ocean-sized swells.

The werewolf was pushed back on a wave of water several feet high, and our boat sped up the river.

Thank you, I told the Soul, which was as heavy as lead in my hand. Now release Thane. Please.

You wanted to throw me away, it said, venom in the voice that scratched at the back of my mind.

I didn’t mean it. I’m sorry. 

See what would become of you without me.

It sent me visions so real, I feared the wolf and Lili were upon us this time. I felt its wet fur pressed against my face, its teeth tearing into my stomach, and I couldn’t do anything to stop it, because my mother was there, freezing me in numbing darkness, just as she had frozen my arm with her necromancy. I was helpless. Then the Soul came to my rescue, obliterating her and all the creatures who wanted me dead. Everyone, especially that traitorous Thane who’d suggested I give up its power.

“No,” I said, shaking my head to clear it of the First Soul’s warped visions. 

Using it, even speaking to it now, was worse than playing with fire. It wanted to turn me into something I didn’t want to be—but which I could too easily become.

Thane clutched his head, fighting to maintain the concealing glamour and hide the First Soul’s voice from me, but it fought him as it never had before. I had to do something. 

I cast back to when I first tamed the relic. I stole it from Leviathan, an ancient monster who could swallow me in one bite. I had been too terrified of that creature to fear the Soul then. So, when the First Soul wrapped me in its black, suffocating miasma of evil, my first thought, strangely, was of all the evil people in my life who I nevertheless loved. The Soul craved such unconditional love above all things.

I took a breath and thought of Ilsa, who I’d lost. Of Ulric and Nanny who I could not reach. But the one I feared for most of all was Little Viktor. If I did not find a way to stop this war, my nephew and everyone I cared about would die.

“Help me,” I begged the Soul. “I swear I will never throw you away. I will protect you as fiercely as I protect them.”

I fed it reassuring emotions, real emotions I summoned from memory. I imagined the relic as my nephew when he was an infant in my arms. I’d been so terrified of the small creature back then. I worried I’d break him, worried he might spit up on me or worse, cry as he had at Nanny, but he didn’t. Vikky lay serene in my arms, and I realized how perfect his little nose and fingers, how wonderful he smelled. I lifted him to my face, breathing him in. 

Calm, I cradled the First Soul—a diamond-like crystal the size of my fist—and said, “Hush.” 

I tried to recall a lullaby, but all I could think of was the prayer of reverence I’d been taught as a child: “Darkest Soul, bow to me as I bow low....”

The relic fell asleep in my hands. Its inky black tendrils released Thane and collapsed down into a blanket covering itself.

I held my breath, afraid to break the spell, and slipped it back into its pouch on Thane’s hip. As my fingers released it, I heard it say, You swore.

Thane ceased his struggles, instantly free of pain, and he snapped a powerful glamour into place to conceal the Soul from me again. 

Its voice was silent, its dark aura gone, leaving only crisp, morning light behind. It slept—for now.

Thane furrowed his brow at me. I’d taken too many risks: going through the heart of Lili’s troops, stealing the soul jar, and then this. I’d played carelessly with the relic when I first found it, but since then I’d learned how stupid I’d been.

“Well,” I said, trying to downplay the near miss, “at least we won’t be werewolf dinner tonight. Back to rowing.” I kept going, mostly to occupy my muscles, so my brain wouldn’t drift into dangerous waters. 

But this was me we’re talking about.

We’d been pushed miles upstream and out of danger, yet, regardless of how gentle the current, we were going against it and would never reach Highcrowne this way. First order of business was to steal a real boat.

***
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WE FOUND SAID BOAT in a rats’ nest. Water rats. Freshwater pirates and smugglers who trawled the length of the massive river that ran from the Avian mountains, past Dwarf Lands, to empty into the sea near Illul Faellion. Their steamers choked one riverbank, some three deep. They had plenty to spare.

I daresay, they weren’t too welcoming when we rowed into their tumbledown port. Not the right kind of welcoming, anyway.

I tried tying the dingy to the dock, but the thick poles were covered in black tar and too slippery to hold on to. I grabbed the creaking pier, hoping to climb up and tie off from steadier ground, when massive hands as oily and grimy as the pole grabbed me and hauled me up.

“Weeell,” the man drawled. “What do we have here? A pretty little thing come to keep me warm?”

The way he ran his hands over me was an improper greeting for a lady he’d only just met. I wasn’t a lady, so he’d regret it even more.

Thane scrambled up beside me, leaving the dingy to float away unmoored, and looked ready to tear the man apart. 

I held up a hand, stopping him mid-lunge. “Allow me.” 

I continued the movement and reached behind me to draw the Ashur from its sheath. Its shining, serrated teeth were reflected in the smuggler’s black pupils. 

He grabbed for my sword arm, but I dodged his meaty fist and sliced from below, severing his belt and trousers, but not penetrating flesh. His pants hung around his ankles. I’d cut close enough to his man parts that he went pale and dropped me to clutch them protectively.

I let the half dozen friends of his who’d crowded in to watch see my weapon. 

“Now,” I said, allowing the chill tone of a Solhan to creep into my voice. 

I paused, assessing each in turn—a filthy, drunken bunch who looked too stupid to realize the war was coming their way—and gave them time to take in my white eyes and pale skin. A few stared at the gray flesh of my left arm, the one that was dead if not for the necromancy I’d managed to cast to animate it. 

One pirate gulped. 

I smiled. “Which of you gentlemen is willing to volunteer their ship to give us a ride home?”

“None of us will part with our livelihood,” the one holding his private parts said. Seemed he loved his ship more than his manhood. Stupid, just as I’d first surmised.

“We’re not thieves,” Thane said, “no offense to present company, and so we’re willing to pay for passage.” Thane lifted a heavy pouch full of coins that hadn’t been there a moment ago. He poured a few gold and silver coins into his hand. Fae illusions. If only I could do glamours. Oh, the tricks I could play.

There were greedy murmurs, a pink tongue licked greasy lips, and they pressed closer. Now they were interested.

“We are headed to Highcrowne,” I said, and they took a step back again, leaving the one with his pants down. 

He shambled off but didn’t manage to get far enough away before I said, “Perfect. We’re already acquainted. I’m ready to go now.”

“There’s an army headed this way,” I warned the onlookers, “so I recommend none of you remain here.” I had no love for criminals, but anyone alive deserved a chance to stay that way.

“It’ll take days yet for those land-locked dwarves to finish their ships,” one of the scoundrels said, spitting chaw in an arc that went over his companions’ heads and hit the water. “We’ll scatter through the tributaries long ‘afore they gets here.” 

“But Highcrowne,” the one with his pants down chimed in, “is not a friendly place these days. We’re liable to get killed goin’ there.” He looked back at his mates for support, but they’d already drifted away. They returned to the shacks that lined the wharf, crowded with the sounds of drunken men, loudly celebrating the end of the world. 

“I can assure you,” I said, “I am even less friendly than Highcrowne and even more certain of getting you killed, if you don’t do as I ask.”

He had his pants up now, and his poker face didn’t reveal the emotions and thoughts roiling beneath the surface. He was thinking about the knives hidden on his body, wondering if he could best me if he weren’t caught off guard. Maybe when we were asleep on his boat? It was five nights to Highcrowne, plenty of opportunity to slit our throats. He’d like to have his way with me too, but safer to slit my throat first.

It was not a pretty vision, but the curse of being able to read souls meant I got to know some people more than I’d like. It was usually the sick ones, those so disturbed that my magical sight could penetrate their unshielded chaos.

“Fine,” he said, evil plan fully formulated. “It’s this way.”

“Thank you.” I followed, Thane guarding our backs as we climbed across slimy decks and out to a rusting steamship.

It had a single pilot’s cabin up top, no bigger than the smokestack that took up most of the deck. Cargo was kept below decks, hammocks hung between the crates wherever there was room. Most crew slept on deck in the weather until they could get their ill-gotten gains to shore. 

Sometimes, I had flashes of people’s entire lives when I read them. This man’s was one endless sequence of violence, followed by boredom, followed by desires that led to more violence, starting the whole cycle over again. Predictable. Except for the flashes of thoughts he had about Thane between thoughts about me. I’m not sure which disturbed me more. 

“Perfect,” I said, concealing my disgust. “You can operate this ship alone, can you not?”

“No, I need more people. And the captain. This isn’t my ship. I’m just the helmsman. I can go back and fetch them if you wait here.” There were five other crew members, I knew, all ashore drinking. They’d try to kill us faster than this one, and he felt more comfortable killing in a pack.

“I think not. Thane can stoke the boilers below.” 

The pirate, who was called Loch, blinked, wide-eyed for a moment, before nodding. He imagined locking Thane in the engine room, while he had his way with me tonight. Kill Thane and whatnot later. Maybe he’d even keep the ship, get a new crew upriver, and become captain of his own rusting kingdom. Another evil plan hatched. He smiled. “Sounds good.”

“I’m sure it does to you.” 

Loch showed Thane what to do with the engine. Thane was a quick learner and soon had the boilers stoked, the steam pumping, and pressure modulated—I was learning the terminology—all to get the propeller spinning. I preferred the silent beauty of a sailing vessel, but this ship was human, in all its grungy, loud, modern goings-on. 

I’m not old fashioned, more like sensible. What use was a metal ship on the water? It would sink twice as fast as soon as it got a hole in it. Typical Southern nonsense. I would be glad when were rid of it.

Loch didn’t object to me following him everywhere, confident in his plans. I knew how chaotic his thoughts were, and I preferred to keep a close eye on him. 

He unmoored the ship and took up the helm. We steamed upriver as the sky turned pink and purple. 

Another day closer to home. Another day still alive.

Loch asked for payment, even though he planned to take whatever else we had hidden away after we were dead. He held Thane’s conjured silver for a long while, before licking his lips and putting it away, not knowing it would vanish with the dawn.

The stars were brilliant that evening, wherever I could see them between puffs of noxious black smoke from the chimney. The ship ran on coal and smelled of Highcrowne winter. 

“Sure you’re not feeling a bit tired, milady? There’s plenty of bunks down below, with us running this on a skeleton crew.” He chuckled at that, picturing mine and Thane’s skeletons rotting at the bottom of the river after he’d dumped us.

“No, not tired,” I repeated. I don’t know how many times he’d asked. I didn’t tell him Thane and I could go days without sleep. It was a Solhan thing in my case, or necromancer thing, hard to say. It was a divine thing in Thane’s case. 

I also didn’t tell Loch he was toying with the incarnation of Death and his bride. Let him keep his evil dreams a while longer.

***
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“I CAN TAKE OVER,” I said. 

It was well past dawn, and the man was slumped against the helm, rocking back and forth, so I was getting seasick. 

“I see how you spot the deeper channels now and can avoid the shallows. I’ll take good care of your ship, don’t worry,” I added.

I pried his hands off, and he slumped to the deck, snoring loudly.

I made sure we were on a relative straight stretch of river and tied off the helm with ropes set up for just such occasions where little navigation was required. 

I heaved and shoved and dragged the man to the small plank that stuck off to one side, permanently nailed into position. Planks were required on pirate vessels for sport, I presumed. 

I thought about his evil plans, all I’d seen in his soul, and I wanted to cut his throat in revenge for what he planned to do to me. I longed to rip the soul from his dying carcass and shred it into little pieces until the man he was now was no more, until he was reborn as innocent as a babe. 

But that was Death’s job, refining souls in His crucible until the impurities were burnt away. Not mine. I didn’t want this power He’d given me, didn’t want to judge the souls who passed before me or even see them as I did. It was more than anyone would want to know. 

When I found a way to use the First Soul to send the god back to where He came from, I’d force Him to take this power from me as well. I didn’t want this knowledge, didn’t want this temptation to murder and judgement. I wanted to be Eva again.

I rolled Loch off the side of the boat and laughed when he spluttered awake. 

“Shore’s that way.” I pointed. “Set foot on this deck again and you’ll be the one with his throat cut.” 

I drew my Ashur and watched him swim, cursing, to the far bank. I didn’t put the weapon away again, or tell Thane, until we were miles upriver and he came out looking for something to eat.

“This stomach is gurgling louder than the steam pipes. I must feed it something.” Sometimes Thane seemed put out by the limitations of a physical form. 

“I saw some tinned meats and barrels of water through that hatch. Help yourself.”

“Where’s Loch?” he asked, looking around. “Will I wake him if I go down below?”

“Nope.”

“You threw him overboard.” Thane had soul-reading ability too. But I think he simply knew me well.

“We don’t need him. You’re running the engine; I’m steering the ship. He was useless. And creepy.”

“You should have killed him while you were at it. His absence would make the world a better place.”

“I know it, but I’m on the wagon. Start with one sip and soon I’m ripping out souls and guzzling them down so fast I could never return to polite company.” 

I suddenly remembered Nanny setting up tea and biscuits on doilies in the parlor. The tea was noxious and the biscuits hard as stone, but it had looked pretty. Ilsa always sat there, prattling to Uncle about her ideas for the business. I’d roll my eyes and go up to my room while she played house. 

I’d never see Ilsa with her lace gloves and pinky finger sticking out ever-so-properly again. She’d always been there, and now she wouldn’t be. 

Thane put his arms around me, and I stiffened. “It’s not your fault. All of this was done to you, and we will undo it.”

“Except what was done to Ilsa.”

“It was her choice. You let Loch live, and that was your mistake. All you can do, moment to moment, is make a choice and live with it. Didn’t you tell me that is what made life worthwhile?”

“And scary as hell.”

“Not as scary as knowing you are steering this ship. I’ve seen you row. Not to mention that time you tried to drive your uncle’s motor carriage.”

I laughed, remembering. “You saw that?” 

He nodded. Thane had been with me almost as long as Ilsa. He was my shadow, sent to retrieve my soul for the Dead God. I was glad he’d changed sides. I was glad he knew her and all of it. I had the strangest feeling I wouldn’t survive the battles that lay ahead, so I wanted someone left behind to remember.

“Eva,” he began. 

I shook my head. “Stop listening in and stop trying to make me feel better. You already have. Now, go eat! I can hear your stomach too.” I shoved him in the right direction. “And bring me back some dried fish.”

Having survived Nanny’s cooking my whole life, I could eat anything. 

He obeyed and left me to the quiet of the river. The engine chugged away below deck, but up top there was enough of a breeze and the cries of birds to cover the sound. I smiled as I steered the boat I’d pirated from a pirate.

***

[image: ]


WE TRAVELLED FOR DAYS, losing time in an elvish port looking for coal. The place was nearly abandoned, the stragglers left behind more frightened of the dwarvish army downstream than the smugglers had been. The coal bins had been emptied, but I scavenged enough dregs to make do for the rest of the journey.

We slept or ate as the need arose, and as we made our way upstream, summer grasses gave way to autumn trees. The mountains were always a season colder than the plains. I was certain to be tasting winter again soon.

I lay on the deck, overhanging trees providing passing shade as we moved slowly against the strengthening current. It was nice to relax, watching Thane in the midday sunlight as he steered the ship. His long, raven hair glinted blue and was a beautiful contrast to his fair skin. I was seeing lots of skin. Lots of flexing muscles too. I sighed. 

It wasn’t Thane’s body I cared for—it was only borrowed—but him. His soul. I couldn’t stand Fharen’s face, but as soon as Thane’s soul stepped inside that cruel shell, it was transformed into something beautiful. 

I liked the way he smiled at me, in between course corrections. No one had ever smiled at me with such contentment. He didn’t want anything more from me than this. I led him around, and he followed, with a reasonable amount of questioning, but without doubts. He believed in me, and because of that, I believed in myself more than I ever had before. There was someone on my side for once.

I was going to need it.

“If you were anyone else, I’d have gotten you killed by now, you know?” I stretched out on the deck. Without snow, the autumn days in the valley were hotter than Highcrowne summer, so I wasn’t wearing much, just an elvish camisole that came with the outfit I took when I left the palace. It was lacey and revealing, and I revealed a bit more by lowering one strap ever so slightly. “That’s what femme fatales do.”

“You read too many mysteries.” He looked at me, which had been my intent—and he kept looking.

“Maybe it’s a good thing in your case. Because I, also know the femme fatale is supposed to be irresistibly seductive.” I tossed my hair, and the other strap slipped down. 

He absently tied off the ship’s wheel, never taking his eyes off me, and lay on the deck beside me. I’d been using my discarded gown as a layer of protection against the grimy surface, but he spread out on an algae-stained patch of rotted wood without a care.

“Eva,” he breathed as his mouth found mine. He had to take his eyes off me then, but his hands caressed me instead, taking me in with a different kind of sense.

It was strange how, when our souls entwined, I could feel what he felt, know what he knew. It was an out of body experience. 

I was pure consciousness, drawn to the sun-bright warmth of him, peripherally aware of how his fingertips made goosebumps form across my breast in a wave, and aware of how cold my skin felt to him. I didn’t want to be so distant from it all, I loved the being that was Thane, but I also loved what he could do with the body he controlled. 

I focused on his maddingly gentle touch, the taste of his tongue, the softness of his lower lip against my teeth. 

“Eva,” he said my name again, and I smelled cinnamon. 

How could a soul carry scent? Somehow his did, that of a cinnamon smoke so intoxicating I wanted it to fill my lungs and permeate my pores, to stain me forever. His voice was the one that had invaded my dreams for long as I could remember, whispering to me of love and longing. Now that voice promised more.

As much as I tried to enjoy the moment, to focus on sensation and forget thought, his soul was wide open to me, and mine to him. I sensed his concern for me, the worry that I had not yet recovered from Ilsa’s loss—or Conrad’s.

There can be no recovering, my soul whispered to his, but I choose to live. I will not join the dead.

We made love slowly, quickly, gently, roughly. Over and over, eating or drinking when we needed, laughing and crying, until the light vanished, leaving us to stare in wonder at the stars. 

Thane talked of his adventures in Darrub and of the time he stood against the Dead God’s hordes in the form of a minor warlock manning the Fortress of Mages. He’d seen the war from the opposite side for the first time, and it shook him. 

I didn’t let him dwell on war, for we’d see it again. I told him about Viktor and Duane and the laughing, carefree days of childhood. I hadn’t experienced the same grand adventures, but I paid attention to details, the little moments in life that made it so precious, because they were ephemeral. 

This was one of those moments.

I wished I could stay with him, drifting on the river forever, but the river was not the world, as much as I wanted it to be.

I slept, for what would be the last time for a long time, and that next morning, I saw the signs of Lili’s army behind us.

***
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ON A STRAIGHT STRETCH of river, I glimpsed a distant, white wall of sails. Lili’s newly built ships had been sped along with her own brand of magic. She was catching up. 

And the wolves—they had no need of boats.

Half a dozen raced along the banks, smudges of black, gray or brown fur against green foliage. They kept track of us by our ship’s stray puffs of smoke, or the disturbance its keel made in the water, neither of which Thane’s glamour completely concealed. 

The creatures darted ahead, then they looped back and stopped. They watched us with glowing eyes, tongues lolling from cavernous mouths edged in sharp fangs, as though this chase was a game for them. Maybe it was. 

“Don’t use the relic again,” Thane warned.

I tore my gaze away from them. “I hadn’t planned to.” 

“You didn’t plan to before. You could have killed that first wolf who swam for us, torn out his soul rather than summoning a wave. Why didn’t you? Why don’t you kill these ones?”

Thane knew my deepest fears, so the only reason he spoke about this now was to remind me of my mistake. I knew he meant to keep me from making another one, but I had never liked lectures. All it did was annoy me.

“You know why. Every soul I take, I see their whole lives, and then I snuff it out. I can’t do that again. I won’t do that again.”

These wolves had been dwarves not so long ago, living ordinary lives. I’m sure they never dreamt they’d be soldiers on the wrong side of a war that was meant to end the world. None of this was their fault. 

“I know you so well, yet you are a puzzle to me, Eva.” The way he said my name always made me shiver, and I forgave him his prodding. He did not ask me to kill again.

We stayed in the middle of the massive channel. Whenever any dared to swim across, Thane summoned vines to strangle them and pull them under. Werewolves were resistant to magic, not to plants or drowning, and he reduced their number by two. 

I cringed at the necessity of their deaths, but it didn’t affect Thane like it did me. 

He attempted to kill any that came within range of his conjurations. The surviving wolves learned, cutting an ensnared comrade loose whenever Thane cast his vines on land, and staying out of the water to avoid drowning. They kept their distance too.

We stopped sleeping, and our carefree moments were lost to memory. The coal for the steam engine was almost gone, and, despite Thane’s warning, I began to think about calling on the First Soul again. 
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