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Aiz


KEGAR, THE SOUTHERN CONTINENT



Aiz wished she didn’t hate her enemies with such fervor, for it gave them power over her. But she was a gutter child, and the Kegari gutters bred tough, bitter creatures, ready to stab or scheme or slink into the shadows—depending on what the moment required.


What the gutters didn’t offer was luck. Only a divine entity could bestow good fortune.


So, with dawn approaching, Aiz crept through the hushed, wood-beamed halls of the cloister and out to its stone courtyard. Her thin shoes and ragged skirt did little to protect her against the foot of snow that had fallen in the night. Still, she shoved forward, grimacing into the biting wind that whipped off the mountain spires and stole her breath. Perhaps it would steal her anger, too. Today, of all days, she needed a clear head.


For today, Aiz bet-Dafra would commit her first murder.


The orphans of the cloister and the clerics who cared for them still slept. Lessons began after sunrise. Kegar—a crowded city of a quarter million—was quiet beyond the cloister walls. Aiz was alone, accompanied only by her fury as she regarded the blackened timbers on one side of the courtyard. The orphans’ wing, still in ruins ten years after it burned to the ground.


Her chest tightened. She could hear the screams of the children who’d died there. She dug her nails into her thigh, into the ridge of skin beneath her patched skirt. Mostly, she ignored her scars. But some days, they still burned.


Your anger will be the death of you, Cero, her oldest friend, told her years ago. He’d seen her lose her temper too often to think any different. You must control it. Get what you need. Forget the rest.


She needed vengeance. Justice. She needed her plan to work.


Aiz stopped before the statue at the center of the yard: a woman wearing bell-sleeved robes and looking toward the mountains. Her stone face had hollow cheeks, thin lips, and a heavy brow; her hair was swept back from a high forehead. She wore a headdress carved with a beaming half-sun. Aiz liked to imagine that she and the woman in the statue had the same brown hair and light eyes.


The woman had many names. Vessel of the Fount. First Queen of the Crossing. But here in Dafra slum, where so many were orphaned by military drafts, illness, and starvation, she was Mother Div.


The statue’s plaque was pocked and weathered. But Aiz had learned the words as a child: Blessed is Div, Savior of Kegar, who led our people to refuge in these mountain spires after a great cataclysm engulfed our motherland across the sea.


“Mother Div, hear me.” Aiz clasped her hands in supplication. “Don’t let me fail. I’ve waited too long. If I’m imprisoned or tortured, so be it. If I’m killed, it is your will. But I must succeed first.”


Strange, Aiz knew, to ask the patron of light and kindness to bless a murder. But Mother Div loved orphans, too. She’d have wanted revenge for those killed in the fire. Aiz was sure of it.


A Sail passed overhead, its shadow like that of a giant bird, before winging off to the north. Tiral bet-Hiwa, the highborn commander of the air squadrons, sent patrols over the slums. A reminder that the Snipes who lived here were being watched. And a promise that, if they were lucky, they could join the watchers. Aiz observed the aircraft for a long time, and jumped when she heard a step behind her.


Sister Noa crunched through the snow, her frayed woolen skirt dragging. “Light of the Spires, little one,” the old woman greeted Aiz.


“Long may it guide us,” Aiz responded.


Sister Noa lifted a brown, wrinkled hand to Mother Div’s stone forehead before wrapping her own scarf around Aiz’s neck, waving off her protests.


“You’ll be working at the airfield,” Noa said. “While I laze.”


“Drinking tea with biscuits,” Aiz said, though the cloister was too poor for both. “Bossing your servants about.”


Noa smiled at the lie, dark eyes sparkling beneath the paling snow clouds. As a cleric in Dafra slum’s biggest cloister, she’d be on her feet all day, no better than a servant herself—overseeing lessons, running the kitchens, ensuring the care of any who came to the cloister for aid. And shivering all the while, no doubt.


She smoothed Aiz’s hair back with the same hands that had smacked her when she stole barberries and held her when she screamed at the death of her mother. Noa seemed old even then. Now she was gnarled and wrinkled as a thorn-pine.


The cleric peered at Aiz. “You’re troubled, little love. Tell me a dream.”


“I dream of a Kegari spring.” Aiz smiled at the familiar question. “And a belly full of siltfish curry.”


“May Mother Div make it so,” Sister Noa said. “The sun rises. Get to the airfield. If you ride with Cero, you’ll arrive before the flightmasters give you a hiding.”


Noa nodded to the cloister gate. Beyond, a horse stamped its hooves in the cold. The figure beside it paced in circles, equally impatient. Cero.


The calm that had entered Aiz’s heart at Noa’s touch evaporated, replaced by a memory: A night six months ago, before a new crop of pilots was announced. Waiting with Cero in his quarters to find out if they’d been chosen for the elite Sail squadron. Aiz had paced from cot to window, unable to sit still until Cero took her hand. His touch elicited a spark, a kiss, confusion followed by delight and laughter and hope.


And then the morning after, Cero became a pilot and Aiz became nothing.


“I don’t see why he lives here,” Aiz said. “Taking up a bed. Eating our food. He can quarter with the other pilots.”


“The cloister is his home,” Sister Noa said. “You are his home. Don’t punish him because Mother Div saw fit to make him a pilot. Now, get moving, love.”


Aiz tucked the scarf back around Noa’s short white curls. She needed it more than Aiz did. “Go inside, Sister. Warm your bones for a bit longer.”


When Sister Noa had shuffled away, Aiz regarded Cero, waiting beyond the cloister gate. He hadn’t spotted her yet.


She turned away and snuck out the back.
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By the time Aiz arrived, the airfield and its runways bustled with pilots, flightmasters, engineers, and signalers. Aiz’s fellow drudges scurried amid the chaos, lowborn Snipes like her hauling buckets and poles and ice-encrusted flight leathers.


Beyond the airfield, the Sail-building yard was equally busy, crowded with scaffolds and skeins of twine, reams of canvas, and stacks of cured reeds. The Aerie stood beside it, casting a long, blue shadow. Like many of Kegar’s buildings, it was slope-roofed, made of wood and stone and shaped like the slash of a quill. It housed hundreds of pilots and drudges.


“Snipe!” A flightmaster grabbed Aiz’s elbow and dragged her to the stables. He was a Hawk, a highborn, like most of the Aerie’s bosses. “Muck out the stalls. Then report to hangar one. A dozen Sails need waterproofing.”


Aiz sighed and grabbed a pitchfork. Stable work was stenchsome, but at least the building was well constructed, with stone walls that kept away the wind and wide doorways that offered a clear view of the airfield.


Out on the launching pads, dozens of Sails awaited pilots. From here, the craft looked like piles of sticks and canvas, rustling in the wind. But Aiz knew better.


Every Kegari child, regardless of birth, was tested for windsmithing skill at age fourteen. When Aiz had shown a talent for it, the flightmasters put her in a Sail, and she was sent to the Aerie for training.


She’d never forget how it felt in the single-seater cockpit: The cool bowl of Loha, the metal that flowed into liquid at her touch, fusing with her hands before shooting out through the Sail’s hollow frame; the sight of the curved, triangular wings lifting like the pinions of a coastal gull. The way her blood fizzed at the caress of the wind—before she inevitably spiraled to the earth, unable to control her magic.


She’d spent years trying to control it. She’d failed.


Now, face hot with envy, Aiz watched Sail after Sail spring to life, canvas stretching tight as the reed scaffolding filled with living metal. The Sail pilots would wing north across the mountains to drop bombs on distant foreign villages. The waiting Kegari army would pillage grain and goods to send home. And thus, Kegar would survive another season.


Aiz’s people had long ago stopped producing enough food to feed their own. For the last century, the raids were ever present, ever essential. So were the pilots who led them.


Which meant that whether you were born a low Snipe, a middle-class Sparrow, or a highborn Hawk, becoming a pilot guaranteed food, shelter, clothing, training. It meant a life. A future.


Reins jangled and Aiz whirled to see Cero leading his mount, Tregan, into the stable. His dark hair was scraped back into a high bun. Purple smudges beneath his eyes made his green irises look black. In blue-scaled flight leathers, he managed beauty and gravity, even as he leveled a stare at Aiz.


“I waited for you.”


Aiz shrugged and pitched a particularly large scoop of filthy hay over her shoulder—barely missing Cero. “Your problem, not mine.”


“Spires, Aiz, but you’re difficult.” Cero, usually as emotionless as the mountains, sounded almost annoyed.


“And you’re cranky.” She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “Don’t see why.”


“Right, because I’m a pilot.” Cero walked Tregan to her stall and she snapped at him. Aiz smirked. The mare had always liked Aiz better than Cero.


“Having my basic needs met only costs subservience to the Triarchy,” Cero went on, “and offering my life to a Spires-forsaken megalomaniac who shouldn’t oversee a dog kennel, let alone an army.”


“Shut your gob!” Aiz looked around frantically. The stables were empty, but that didn’t mean no one had heard. Lord Tiral bet-Hiwa led the flight squadrons. He was also heir to one of the three Triarchs who ruled Kegar. His family had spies everywhere.


“What’s he going to do if he hears me?” Cero said, leaning against the thick wall of the stables. “Throw me in the Tohr? The Sail squadron leaves tomorrow. Tiral needs me dropping bombs on innocent villagers, not moldering in prison.”


Cero sounded bitter, not proud. His ability to windsmith—to bend the air currents to his will—was prodigious. That’s why he’d been chosen to pilot a Sail.


He hadn’t expected that Aiz would be left behind. But while Cero could tame the wind, Aiz enraged it. While Cero lifted a Sail into a precise spiral, Aiz tore the canvas wings to shreds. She could shift a scent and call a breeze, but any more than that and the wind defied her.


No point in grieving what could have been. Aiz had found another purpose.


“He deserves our respect.” Aiz spat out the lie. What Tiral deserved was a knife to the jugular—which was exactly what Aiz planned on giving him in a few hours. But if Cero guessed Aiz’s plot, he’d try to stop her. Tell her it was too dangerous.


“Tiral’s our fleet commander.” Aiz thought of the knife in her skirt, sharpened in the darkness of the cloister’s forgotten tunnels. “Without him, we’d all starve.”


“He doesn’t care about us.” Cero fixed his eyes on Aiz and she found it difficult to look away. “Be wary of him.”


Aiz went still. Cero never spoke idly. He must have seen her entering Tiral’s quarters. Or leaving. She thought of what Tiral had said months ago, when Aiz first allowed him to think he was seducing her. Keep our secrets to yourself, little Snipe. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.


Cero’s expression was severe enough that Aiz wondered if there was something between her friend and Tiral. She’d often been clueless about Cero’s entanglements. He’d kept an affair with a seamstress so quiet that Aiz didn’t learn of it until the woman showed up at the cloister, demanding to see him.


“I don’t care who you dally with, Aiz.” Cero’s detachment stung. “But don’t make assumptions about Tiral. The only person he cares about is himself.”


As he spoke, he spun a ring on his finger. Aiz used to have one like it. An aaj. One of Cero’s many creations. It let them communicate without speaking. She’d returned it to Cero after he’d become a pilot.


“Done lecturing?” She let her voice ice over and scooped more hay. “I have work to do.”


A shutter went down behind Cero’s eyes. He left the stable. Aiz knew she’d hurt him, which both upset and satisfied her. But she couldn’t dwell on Cero. She only had time for one man today.


Waiting was torturous, the hours crawling by in a blur of mucking hay, waterproofing Sails, and dodging the flightmasters’ blows. Eventually, the rose-gilded snow clouds bumped along south and the wind’s screams quieted to whispers. Night fell. Aiz was helping to light the airfield’s lamps when one of the signalers called out.


“Incoming!”


He pointed to the snow-drenched spires that encircled the capital, jutting into the sky like triumphant fists. The moon highlighted the approaching Sails, and Aiz’s pulse quickened.


“Get those lamps lit, you Spires-forsaken rats!” the closest flightmaster roared, whip flashing. Within moments, dozens of signalers flooded the field, blue fire held high.


The Sails landed with well-practiced precision. All but Lord Tiral’s, which was the largest; it turned on a wingtip not once but twice as he surveyed the squadron. He didn’t spiral down until the rest of the fleet had landed.


Aiz hurried from pad to pad, collecting goggles and caps and empty bowls of Loha. All the while, she watched Tiral for a weakness. Tiredness or an injury. Something that would make it easier to stick a knife in him.


The only oddity she saw was familiar: his hand strayed to the thin book always tucked into his belt. When she’d first spotted it months ago, Aiz thought it was the Nine Sacred Tales, the parables Mother Div told to guide her people. Or if not that, a journal or a record book. But as best she could tell, it was a volume of children’s stories, useless to her unless she wanted to beat him to death with it.


Unfortunately, it was a bit small for that.


As Tiral strode around his Sail, pointing out the damage it had taken to the flightmasters, Aiz paced in the shadows, consumed with hate.


She’d never understand why Mother Div gave Tiral windsmithing skill when he spat on everything she stood for. When he orphaned children by conscripting their parents and sneered at the clerics who carried out good works in Mother Div’s name.


Tiral looked up, as if sensing Aiz’s ire. He was twenty, broad-shouldered, of medium height, with pale hair and a crooked nose that made him memorable instead of ugly. His saurian gaze fixed on her. It took all Aiz’s effort to keep her face placid. He nodded once.


She knew what he wanted. For once, she was happy to give it to him.


Aiz made her way to the Aerie, past the forges where metallurgists alloyed the Loha used for the Sails, wrinkling her nose at the stench. Rumor was that their supply of Loha—husbanded for a thousand years—was running out.


Without Loha there would be no Sails. Without Sails, the raids would fail. Then they’d all starve, Hawk and Snipe alike.


Aiz entered the Aerie from a side door and made for the bathing chambers. In the past six months, she’d learned to navigate the labyrinth of servants’ passages with ease. On her way to Tiral’s room, she saw others like her. Dead-eyed Snipes in revealing robes, doing what they needed to survive. They didn’t acknowledge each other.


She wound through the innards of the keep to the secret door that led into Tiral’s room. The stones of the tunnels were ancient, and she shifted one aside and hid her knife behind it. Then she knocked on the door thrice.


He made her wait. Unsurprising. He enjoyed the idea of Aiz shivering in the tunnel, not knowing if he’d allow her in or not. Aiz had worked hard to cultivate the image of a besotted Snipe. On the nights he left her outside, she sniveled and pleaded.


Pig. He thought he had so much power. Tonight, he’d learn different.


Soon, she heard movement. The door opened, and dim blue light spilled into the passage. Tiral’s pale skin gleamed, like he was part specter.


“Aiz,” he purred, and took her by the arm.


“My lord,” she whispered. Say it. Say it one last time. “Thank you for allowing me in.”


“I’m nothing if not generous, Snipe.”


Lord Tiral drew her through his living quarters, the fur settees strewn with boots and fresh flight leathers. She caught a glimpse of herself in his mirror—small-boned and light-skinned, her dark hair spilling to her lower back, her blue irises seeming to glow. He nudged her onto his bed. Aiz’s head sank into the goose-feather pillow that could fetch a week’s worth of grain.


At least he was quick. Like many of Aiz’s bed partners, he fell into an untroubled sleep after their coupling. Aiz observed him, her lip curling.


To their people, Tiral was a brave fleet commander. But to Aiz, he was the murderous child who, years ago, snuck into the cloister in the dead of night to set fire to the orphans’ quarters. He’d listened to them scream as they burned, all because they’d made him look a fool in front of his father during an official visit.


The clerics, Sister Noa included, had gone before the Triarchy. Begged those three crooked monsters for justice. Even Dovan, the High Cleric of Kegar and leader of its many cloisters, made an impassioned plea.


The Triarchy did nothing. In time everyone forgot about the dead orphans—even Cero, who’d nearly died himself that night.


Aiz hadn’t forgotten.


She rose from the bed, donned her shirt and skirt, and moved to the passageway for the knife. She was nearly there when Tiral stirred. Aiz swung toward his desk, feigning interest in his things. If he awoke, he’d only see her snooping. Amid the scrolls and quills and military orders, her gaze snagged on a book. The book.


She ran her fingers across the cover. The leather was slick, like the skin of a long-submerged sea creature. The imprint on the cover was triangular and reminded her of the tangled forests of the Spires. The hair on Aiz’s neck rose, though she didn’t know why. She opened the book.


THE FALCON AND THE THIEF




In the abiding evenfall of the northern climes, a lone falcon winged his way home after a long and—





Bah. Just a story. Aiz closed the book, listening for Tiral’s snores before opening the passageway and retrieving her blade.


The bed dipped as she returned to it, and Tiral muttered in his sleep.


Aiz wrapped her fist tight around the knife. Get what you need. Forget the rest. The faster the better. Right in the throat. Cero had long ago taught her where to strike to kill a man. No one can keep us safe all the time, he’d said. Not even the clerics.


“In the name of Mother Div,” she whispered, “I take my vengeance.”


Aiz brought the blade down.


And gasped when Tiral’s hand shot out, catching her wrist with breathtaking swiftness. His eyes opened, and he smiled.


“Oh, Aiz,” he said. “You poor, stupid fool.”
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Quil


THE MARTIAL EMPIRE, THE NORTHERN CONTINENT



Zacharias Marcus Livius Aquillus Farrar, heir to the Martial throne and a prince of Gens Aquilla, did not need four fully armed Masks following him everywhere he went.


Quil—as he preferred to be called—had fought for his aunt, Empress Helene Aquilla, in the southern borderlands at the age of thirteen. Since he was fifteen, he’d bested at least two assassins a year with relative ease. He’d crisscrossed the dunes of the Tribal Desert and the forests of Marinn a hundred times with only his best friend, Sufiyan, for company. Here in the busy markets of the Empire’s biggest port city, it was no different.


Especially since he’d long since realized he was being followed, and the Masks hadn’t. Named for their silver face coverings, the Masks were the most elite soldiers in the Empire—and the most feared. But they still made mistakes.


“Stop glaring at the poor guards, Quil,” Sufiyan said at the prince’s scowl. “You’ll scare them.”


“They’re Masks,” Quil said. “They’re not allowed to be scared.”


Though perhaps they should be, Quil thought, considering how many had died ugly, unnatural deaths in the past few months. Usually, Masks were the ones holding the blades. But yesterday, two more had been found split open, according to the report Quil received from a western guard captain.


He couldn’t stop thinking about it. But he also couldn’t share any details with Sufiyan because Aunt Helene had told him to keep the Masks’ deaths quiet.


The prince felt like a sailor fresh to land after a season at sea. Off-kilter. Uneasy. And now some cloaked miscreant was shadowing him.


Still, none of this was Sufiyan’s problem, so Quil kept his brooding to a minimum as he walked with his friend through Navium’s bustling evening market.


Quil didn’t much like cities, but Navium’s merry populace, azure coastline, and mouthwatering food made it hard to find fault. With dinnertime approaching, Quil’s stomach rumbled at the smell of lime and chili shrimp, grilled minced chicken on mountains of snowy rice, and a specialty of Navium: triangle pastries filled with smoked winter vegetables.


In one corner of the square, multicolored Tribal lanterns glowed; a Kehanni—a Tribal storyteller—performed a tale. It was one of Quil’s favorites: about heroes named Laia of Serra and Elias Veturius who, with Empress Helene, saved the world from a jinn driven mad by grief and betrayal. The audience cheered as the three proved victorious.


Beside him, Sufiyan smiled. Quil, meanwhile, scanned the crowd, the stalls that packed the square, the wagons behind the Kehanni.


There—a flash of movement from above. His shadow had taken to the rooftops.


The guards hadn’t noticed; unlike Quil, their attention was fixed on the market, which was full to bursting with travelers from all over the Empire and beyond its borders: Tribespeople from the east in embroidered road leathers, selling weaponry and silks; Scholars, who’d ruled this land before the Martials, arguing about philosophy and politics. The Martial classes were here: Mercators hawking goods; wealthy Illustrians haggling with them; and Plebeians, many of whom wore colors that identified the Illustrian families they worked for.


In some way or another, all were Quil’s people, though it didn’t always feel like it. His father had been a Plebeian, but Quil hadn’t experienced their struggles. His mother had been an Illustrian, but the upper-class families looked down on his Plebeian blood. He was raised by the Tribes for his safety, fostered with Sufiyan’s family, Tribe Saif. But in the end, he was a Martial, a reminder of the Empire that had once ruled over the Tribes.


I belong nowhere, Quil had told Aunt Hel as a boy, back when he still shared his woes without fear of her judgment.


You belong to your people, she’d said. The people of the Empire.


Sufiyan stopped to buy a cone of pastries, flattering the pale-eyed chef with praise. A banner over her stall displayed a loaf of bread crossed with a stalk of wheat. She must have been from a bigger Mercator family—Gens Scriba perhaps, or Gens Vesta. Her gaze flicked over Quil once, then took in his guards. Her eyes widened and she curtsied.


“Your Highness,” she said, cheeks pink. Quil cursed internally, because now heads were turning. “Glory to the Empress. My thanks for your custom.”


Sufiyan rolled his eyes—he’d been the one who’d stopped, after all. But Quil smiled and moved on quickly, pulling up his hood and trying to shake off his disquiet. He missed anonymity.


“Drop back,” he told his guard captain without explaining, using the flat affect his aunt insisted on. When he was a boy, he said please, but that made the Masks uncomfortable.


The guard captain hesitated, as if weighing the possible wrath of the Empress later against the guaranteed anger of the crown prince now. After a moment, he and his men disappeared into the crowds. Quil’s entire body unclenched.


Sufiyan offered Quil a pastry. “Your leash is loose, and you’re fed,” he said. “Let’s focus on why we’re here.”


“To satisfy the unending greed of a ne’er-do-well acquaintance I’ve been saddled with for eighteen years,” Quil said, even as the shadow disappeared again, dropping from a rooftop into an alley.


Sufiyan shook his head. “You’re here to generously purchase a token of appreciation for the closest thing to a brother you have, to mark the auspicious occasion of his eighteenth yearfall. You unthankful boor.”


“You’re forgetting Tas. I’ve known him since birth.”


“I meant the literal closest. Since I am standing three feet from you, and Tas is skies-know-where.”


Zacharias.


His name was a whisper carried on the wind. Quil looked up, surprised. No one used his given name except Aunt Helene, or Suf when he wanted to be irritating. The prince turned to Suf, but he was busy fondling a ruby-studded dagger that probably cost a month’s pay for the entire Fifth Legion.


“A fine yearfall gift.” Sufiyan flipped the dagger deftly between his fingers. His weapon of choice was a bow, but like Quil, Suf was trained to use anything to defend himself. Once, when some Illustrian twit had mocked Sufiyan’s parentage, he knocked the man unconscious with biting nonchalance and a clay flute.


“My prince.” The dagger merchant nodded to Quil. “I thank you. My family is Plebeian—” His weathered face filled with pride as he looked over his goods. “I received a Prince’s Gift to start my business.”


At this, Quil perked up. He’d established the grant last year, after seeing so few Plebeian traders in the markets.


The merchant offered the dagger. “Take it, with my compliments.”


But Quil shook his head and dropped his voice. “There’s a woman behind me—Mater Candela. Richer than the Empress. She collects shiny things. I expect you to charge her double and get away with it.”


The merchant grinned and slapped Quil on the shoulder. “You’re a canny Plebe at heart, my prince. Always knew I liked you.”


Quil’s chest warmed at the compliment. He wondered sometimes how his people saw him. As the quiet son of a monstrous man, perhaps. Or a shadow beside an incandescent empress. Canny Plebe. Quil preferred that to either of the others.


A silver mirror gleamed the next table over, and Quil glanced in it long enough to make sure he still had tabs on the shadow trailing him before offering it to Sufiyan. “More fitting, no? Since you’re obsessed with your face.”


“I got the looks; you got the royal title. It’s only fair.” Sufiyan examined his reflection. “Speaking of royalty. Have you talked to your aunt yet?”


The prince shook his head. Once, he’d told the Empress everything. Now he didn’t know how to begin a conversation with her. They disagreed on too much—especially his future.


“The last time I said the word abdicate”—Quil moved on from the jewel merchant, Sufiyan following—“she didn’t speak to me for a month.”


“You’re twenty, Quil,” Sufiyan said. “Keep dillydallying and you’ll have a crown on your brow, an empress who bores the hair off your head, a brood of bawling babies, and no desire to hear the word abdicate yourself.”


An empress . . . A face flashed unbidden in Quil’s mind. Short dark hair, wary eyes, and a rare smile. Ilar’s quiet self-assurance had fascinated him from the moment he met her. She was never boring. She’d have been a great empress.


But she was dead. Had been for more than a year. Grief reared its unwelcome head, but Quil was no stranger to it. He pushed it down deep, where his other secrets lived.


From one of the many drum towers that speckled the city, a series of booms thundered out. Quil translated easily. Fourth Legion, Second Infantry Patrol, report to South Cothon Barracks. The prince frowned.


“Isn’t the Fourth Legion supposed to be in Antium?”


“Maybe they’re bored of freezing their backsides off and came here for some sun.”


Zacharias. Get out of the square.


The prince jumped at the voice—as sharp as if someone had shouted in his ear. Sufiyan chattered on, oblivious.


“Skies know I wouldn’t want to run patrols in that freezing hellscape—”


Quil clenched his scim, the long, narrow blade as much a part of him as his own arms. He’d long ago been taught that if he heard voices in his head, he should pay attention.


And there was something familiar about the voice. It sounded impatient—almost peevish.


“Suf . . .” Quil edged toward the square’s exit. “Let’s—”


A scream from the edge of the crowd. Then another.


Zacharias, you fool child. Get out of there!


“Stay here,” Quil ordered Sufiyan, before shoving through the crowd toward the screams. He was past the edge of the market before he finally saw what everyone was clustered around.


A boy. Around thirteen, in too-big clothing and tattered boots. He was unremarkable but for the hole in his chest, and the smoking ruin of his heart within it.


Quil reared back, his memory flashing to two other bodies he’d seen a year ago. Then to the report from this morning about the Masks.


Both soldiers were murdered in the same manner, their hearts burned as if with a hot poker.


The killer was here too. In this crowd.


If you won’t get yourself out of there, get Sufiyan out!


The voice snapped Quil from his shock. He found Sufiyan behind him and guided him toward his guards, who were shoving the crowd aside to get to their prince.


“What the hells is going on?” Suf tried to look over Quil’s shoulder. “What happened?”


“Someone’s injured!” a marketgoer cried out. “A boy. He was just a boy.”


Sufiyan’s brown skin went sickeningly pale. “A—a boy? How old? Quil, what—”


There was a time when Sufiyan would have been steady as an oak, observing the situation himself with a caustic remark at the ready. But like Quil, Sufiyan had changed in the last year. He hid his sorrow with jokes and smiles. Tried to forget his shattered nerves in the arms of lovers, in the sweat of scim training. Quil, however, had known Sufiyan Veturius since his birth. Something broke inside Sufiyan a year ago. Quil hated that he couldn’t fix it.


But he could make sure it didn’t get worse.


“My prince.” The guard captain reached Quil. “It’s not safe here for you.”


“Take Suf to the palace.” Quil lowered his voice and locked eyes with the guard, cutting off his protests. “Not a request.”


The guard captain sighed and signaled to the other Masks. In seconds they were gone.


Quil made his way back to the body, to a Plebeian woman wiping away tears as she looked at the dead boy.


“Pardon me,” Quil called gently to get her attention. “Did you know him?”


She shook her head. “He lived on the streets. Took care of some of the younger children.”


The woman glanced over, mouth twisting as she recognized Quil. “You Illustrian bastards,” she whispered. “You don’t give two figs about us. He’s not the first to die like this.”


Quil brushed off the insult, focusing on the last thing she said. The Masks had also died with their hearts burned to cinders, though that knowledge was carefully guarded. “How—”


But the woman disappeared into the crowd. Before Quil could follow, the voice cracked through his mind.


Enough! I need to speak with you. There’s an apothecary on the southeast corner of the square. Meet me inside. Hurry. I haven’t got all bleeding day.


Quil weighed the risk of answering this voice against his own curiosity. The latter won. When he stepped into the darkened building moments later, scim drawn, a hooded figure emerged from the shadows behind the apothecary’s dusty counter.


“Put that big knife away, boy.”


Quil recognized the woman instantly.


“Bani al-Mauth.” The prince sheathed his scim and bowed. Chosen of Death. She’d been a runaway, a revolutionary, a slave, and a murderess.


Now she was a holy figure who guided restless spirits from this life to the next. She took the pain that anchored them to the human plane and cast it into another dimension—the Sea of Suffering—so the ghosts could move on in peace. It was a task that confined her mostly to a haunted wood on the edge of the Martial Empire. The Waiting Place, it was called, for the ghosts unwilling to move on from it.


Quil had met the Bani al-Mauth many times. Often when she visited Empress Helene. But mostly when she came to the Tribal Lands to see her family—including Sufiyan, her grandson, and his parents, Laia of Serra and Elias Veturius.


Of course, he’d seen her more recently, too. But almost as soon as he thought about it, the woman growled at him.


“Dash that thought from your head, boy.” She must have read his expression. “You know better. You know the cost.”


He knew. But sensations still crowded his mind—things he didn’t want to remember from that night months ago. The mountains. A cavern. The iron tang of blood. So sharp, as if he’d walked into a slaughterhouse.


Which, he supposed, he had.


“You.” He forced the thoughts away—he’d gotten better at it since he’d last seen her. “You were following me.”


“Thought you’d catch on quicker. Been shadowing you since the palace.”


Well, that was embarrassing. “Should I get Sufiyan?” Quil’s face heated. “He’d want—”


“My grandson and his family want nothing to do with me,” the Bani al-Mauth said. “I came to get your help.”


“My help?” Quil shook his head. “You’re the one who knew about the dead boy, not me. How?”


“Felt it coming,” she said. “Tell me what you know about the others who died like him.”


Quil met that dark blue stare. The Empress had told Quil to speak to no one of the Masks’ deaths. Especially not Sufiyan or his family. She didn’t have to tell Quil twice. Sufiyan’s little sisters were only fifteen and thirteen. And Laia and Elias had been through enough.


But the Bani al-Mauth was different. When Quil was a child, she arrived in Antium and demanded to speak to the Empress. Quil was visiting from the Tribal Lands and expected his aunt to reject such an abrupt summons. Instead, she’d cleared her evening.


“Maybe we should go to Aunt Hel together,” Quil offered, but the Bani al-Mauth waved away the suggestion.


“Your aunt’s acting like everything is fine. She’s doing nothing about the murders.”


Quil’s hackles rose. He might resent Aunt Hel, but he’d be damned before he would let anyone else say a word against her. “Those dead Masks were young and Illustrian and they were murdered in the Tribal Lands. She kept it quiet because she knew it would look like the Tribes had killed them. She didn’t want Illustrian families out for blood.”


“I’m not talking about the Masks,” the Bani al-Mauth said. “I’m talking about the children. Ruh was the first—” Her voice caught, but she cleared her throat. “Then your girl—Ilar.”


Quil’s chest twisted at the sound of their names, which conjured their faces, their scents, their voices. Stop. Don’t think of them. Bury it.


The Bani al-Mauth went on. “Two more children were found the next day in Nur. Street urchins with no families. A dozen more, after that, all over the Tribal Lands and the southern Empire. And then for months, nothing. Until now.”


Fourteen children dead. Quil hadn’t known about a single one. The store, already dusty and dim, felt much colder.


“Three died in Serra a few weeks ago,” she said. “Two in Navium. Four as far north as Silas. All under age twenty, all with the same gaping wound, their hearts shriveled to gray ash. Those are the deaths I’ve heard about.”


“There were six Masks, too.” Quil’s stomach churned as he remembered the report from the morning. “Two found yesterday in the borderlands. You speak to ghosts. Don’t you know about them?”


The Bani al-Mauth considered him. “Not every ghost comes through the Waiting Place.”


“That wasn’t an answer.”


“You remind me of your aunt. Pain in the arse, that girl. Sharp as a scim, though. Heard more than she let on. You do too, I’d bet.”


“I didn’t hear about these kids,” Quil said. “She never said a word.”


“You do something for me,” the Bani al-Mauth said. “You ask her why, the next time you see her. And one more thing.” Her tone lost its edge. “How are you, boy?”


A simple question. One that elicited a waterfall of thoughts.


Quil didn’t often let himself think about Ruh and Ilar. But he did now: Ruh’s hands when he told stories about shadowy ghuls and evil tale-spinners. Ilar’s laugh, shy like she was out of practice. The way she saw past his reserve and drew him out with her questions, as if nothing he said could bore her. Tell me about the palace in Antium. Tell me about getting lost in Navium’s harbor. Are there truly whole streets of kite makers in Serra?


“I’ve done as you asked,” Quil said. “I try not to think about it.”


“What of your magic? Will you get training from the Jaduna?”


Quil tensed at the mention of the Jaduna. “You told me to forget what I saw that night,” Quil said. “In return, I don’t want to talk about the magic. Ever.”


The Bani al-Mauth shrugged and shook the dust from her cloak. “As you wish. I must return to the Waiting Place. Speak of this to no one. And, boy . . .”


She cocked her head. The shadows of the apothecary appeared to nibble at her edges.


“Watch your back. The air is wrong. The ghosts are restless. Something’s coming.”


No, Quil thought as she faded into the dark. Something’s already here.
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Sirsha


Sirsha knew she shouldn’t have stayed in Raider’s Roost as long as she had.


The settlement festered like a forgotten canker in the foothills of the Serran Mountains, a cesspool of liars, thieves, and worse.


Now Sirsha stood in one of the Roost’s miserable, rain-soaked alleys in the dead of night, surrounded by a gang of miscreants. She was weaponless and—irritatingly—bootless, with nothing but her wits standing between herself and complete destitution.


Or possibly death. But she was, at this moment, primarily concerned with destitution.


She’d spent the last seven years saving up every penny from every job so she could leave the accursed Empire forever. She wanted warm weather, clear water, and a nice little inn to run in the Southern Isles. She wasn’t about to lose her dream to a pack of poorly dressed halfwits.


“Give us the money, tracker,” said the head thug, a pale weed of a girl called Migva. She packed a meaner punch than one would suspect, and she shook out her hand—sore from the beating she’d dealt Sirsha. “I’m tired and hungry and sick of hitting you.”


Sirsha glanced behind her, to the shack she’d lived in for the past few months. It was an ugly, ramshackle sort of place, held together by spite and dirt, like most of the Roost. She’d rented a room in it from a hulking gem dealer too scary for even a Roost rat to cross. They’d worked out a trade: between her other jobs, she tracked down items or people he was interested in, and he ran off anyone who might want to rob her. In a lawless place like the Roost, it was a cushy trade.


Everything was dandy until the gem dealer’s lover caught him cheating with the handsome tea merchant from up the lane. An hour later, the gem dealer was dead, his lover fled with his gems. Now the vultures circled.


“I told you, I don’t have—uff—” Migva swung her fist low, and Sirsha landed on her knees, gasping. Her sopping, dark hair slapped across her forehead, and mud oozed between her socked toes. Skies, was there anything more disgusting than the feeling of wet sock?


“You’ve searched me a dozen times,” Sirsha said. “I don’t have anything.”


“You must think I have dung for brains,” Migva said. “You hid it. If you don’t tell us where, I’ll leave you in pieces all over the bleeding Roost. You’re a filthy foreigner. No one will help you.”


Sirsha glared at Migva through her non-swollen eye. The Roost rat came off as a petty thief, pecking at the crumbs left behind by bigger crooks. Clearly, Sirsha had underestimated the hag. Migva was smarter than anticipated. Nastier, too. Up close, she had that hungry glint that Sirsha knew well. The eyeshine of a predator, of someone who’d learned to hurt and kill out of necessity long ago, and found she enjoyed it.


Not for the first time, Sirsha wished her magic was useful for more than just tracking down jewel thieves.


A scrawny boy stood beside Migva. Last month, he’d tried to sell the gem dealer fake rubies. Sirsha convinced the big man not to kill him.


“You. Boy,” Sirsha said. “I saved your miserable life when you were swindling the gem dealer.”


The boy shifted from foot to foot, dagger shaky in his hand. “Migva, maybe we—”


Migva spun, drawing her blade across the boy’s throat so fast that his blood was soaking into the mud before Sirsha understood what happened. She weighed her life against her savings. Would she enjoy spending years scraping together enough gold to leave the skies-forsaken Empire? No. But would it be better than getting thrown to the crows for their morning meal? Most certainly.


“The money’s in the back bedroom,” Sirsha said. “In a safe behind the painting of the ugly dog. Now that I think about it, the dog looks a bit like you, Migva. Did you ever sit for a painting—”


Sirsha doubled over when Migva leveled a kick at her belly. But even with her face in the muck and a broken rib or two, she smiled at the snickers from Migva’s gang.


“What are you waiting for?” Migva roared at the thief closest to her. “Get in there!” The boy glanced at his dead companion and scurried inside. Half a minute later, he emerged.


Empty-handed.


Migva grabbed Sirsha’s hair and dragged her to the outer wall of the shack, pinning her next to a barrel and a rusted rake. “What game are you playing?”


“No game!” Sirsha gasped. “The gem dealer’s lover must have taken it. I swear that’s where I put it!” Sirsha didn’t bother controlling the shrill fear in her voice. If nothing else, it might keep Migva from decapitating her.


Migva released Sirsha, disgusted. “You’re stupid and pathetic.” She gestured to another of her gang. “Kill her.”


“No—no, please—” Sirsha cowered—rather convincingly, she thought. Until one of Migva’s minions grasped her neck.


At which point Sirsha latched a hand onto the rake and swung it up into the man’s nether regions, relishing the bastard’s howl of rage and pain before spinning the rake into the side of his head. Sirsha shoved him at Migva and darted into the shack, bolting the door behind her. It wouldn’t hold back the gang for long. But it might delay them enough for her to get the hells out of here.


She swept up her boots, her blades, and her pack before diving into the bedroom. The ugly dog painting lay on the floor, and the hidden cabinet gaped open, empty. Ah well.


Sirsha threw herself into the closet, fumbling with a tiny latch on the floor as the front door splintered open. The latch gave and Sirsha was through, barely managing to close it before Migva’s goons flooded the room. She padded down a narrow tunnel and through a secret door to a back alley. Once outside, Sirsha squelched through the mud, stopping at an alcove a few houses down to look back. Nothing.


She stripped off her socks and shoved the dark red leather boots on. She might get blisters, but skin would grow back. These boots fit like a glove and had carried her hundreds of miles. She wasn’t about to dirty their insides.


As she eased out of the alcove, someone shouted ahead of her.


“There she is!”


Sirsha flung one of her poison-tipped needle blades at the scout and ran, a fading groan telling her she’d hit her mark.


Exits. Exits. Sirsha knew the Roost well—better than most who passed through here. Problem was, Migva lived here too. There were countless less-traveled paths out of the Roost—most of which were incredibly dangerous.


Sirsha knew of one that no sensible person would traverse. She headed for it, flitting from alley to alley, one eye behind her. She thought she saw movement and crouched low in the shadows beside a tavern. When no one emerged, she continued until she reached the eastern outskirts of the settlement.


The Roost was sprawled in a narrow space between two immense rock faces. From afar, the rocks shot straight upward, appearing impassable. Sirsha knew better. She picked past the outlying huts and tents, and made for a fissure in the stone. The opening was just wide enough for her. She pulled on a pair of gloves and began the dangerous climb up.


The rain made it treacherous, and soon she was sweating. As she picked up speed, she heard a scrape from below.


A face peered up at her. Even from a distance, Sirsha recognized Migva’s lupine features, twisted into a snarl.


“Bleeding hells,” Sirsha muttered. She’d like to think that Migva would slip and fall to an unceremonious death. But the girl was like a Jibautian spitting cockroach—mean and strong and impossible to kill. Sirsha looked to the thin slice of sky above, the rain-bloated clouds illuminated by a stroke of lightning. Everything hurt. Her bones felt like shards of glass. But it wasn’t far to go.


Sirsha grimaced as she climbed. Every time she looked over her shoulder, that bony wretch was getting closer. When Sirsha emerged from the fissure onto the cap of the rock face, Migva was a mere twenty feet behind, and Sirsha panted with exhaustion. She clambered forward, squinting in the dark.


The rock ahead sloped down toward the Jutts—land formations that looked as if the earth had grown spikes. Beyond was the Serran Mountain Range. It would be spectacularly foolish to traverse the Jutts in this weather.


Which was why Sirsha staggered toward them. The way down to the Jutts was steep. But if she was careful, she could avoid tumbling head over feet into the wide chasm below, and reach one of the thin rock bridges she knew lay in that direction.


“Come back here!” Migva screamed, hands shredded from the climb.


“When has that order ever worked for you, dog-face?” Sirsha slipped and went skidding down the slope toward the chasm, her fall halted when she smashed into a ridge, jarring every bone in her body. Lightning flashed and she jumped at what looked like a figure ahead, huge and hulking, standing near a spot of flat land beside a boulder.


A moment later, it was dark once more and she wasn’t sure what she’d seen. Her distraction cost her. Migva knocked into her, tearing the breath from her body.


Sirsha lurched forward, and Migva’s gaze caught on the thin gold chain around Sirsha’s neck. Her eyes shone with sudden greed, and she lunged for it, sending both of them rolling down the rocky slope. They were approaching the chasm too fast.


“Stop, you idiot!” Sirsha screamed as Migva tried to rip the chain off. “You’re going to get us killed!”


But Migva was past caring, and all Sirsha could do was try to fend her off with one arm while scrabbling for a grip with the other. There were knobs of rocks here, vines, ridges. If she could grab one, she could arrest her fall.


Just before the slope dropped off into the gorge, her fingers caught on something rough. An old dead vine that she felt a sudden and abiding love for. She latched onto it, and though it stretched taut as gravity pulled her and Migva closer to the cliff’s edge, it did not give. Sirsha shoved her thumb in Migva’s eye and kicked out viciously. The Roost rat released her, startled at the sudden attack. She hurtled down into the darkness, her panicked scream echoing until it was suddenly cut off.


“I did warn you,” Sirsha muttered. She didn’t dare move. She was practically vertical, with no clear sense of what was anchoring the vine. Gingerly, she felt for a foothold.


As she did so, the vine slackened. Sirsha fell, dropping away into death. Bleeding, burning hells. Sharing a grave with that pasty-faced bitch. What an end.


Until quite suddenly, she was hovering. Not dead. Her beloved vine stretched taut and she held on to it for dear life, dangling over the Jutts’ maw. Inexplicably, the vine began to inch upward.


No, Sirsha realized. Someone was pulling it upward. Quickly. After only a few minutes, she was out of the crevasse, and she tried to get a look at whoever had saved her. She saw a flash of a lamp and a huge figure before the rain blurred her vision. Seconds later, a hand pulled her to a flatter spot on the rocky slope that had nearly killed her.


“You can let go. You won’t fall from here.” The voice was a deep rumble that Sirsha didn’t recognize. Lightning flashed and she caught a glimpse of an unfamiliar man. He was taller than her, with light eyes and dark hair. His face was grim—marked by sorrow. He appeared to be twice her age.


“Are you Sirsha Westering?” he asked. “The tracker?”


Before he could so much as think about drawing a scim, she had a knife to his throat, the blade cleverly concealed in a strap on her wrist. “It’s pronounced Seer-shah. And who wants to know?”


She expected anger from him, or irritation. Men didn’t like being bested by the likes of her. But he smiled and nodded downward. He held a blade to her stomach. As quickly as it appeared, he was flipping it back into his belt and holding up his hands.


“I’m a client,” he said. “And I’ve got a job for you.”
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Aiz


Oh, Aiz. You poor, stupid fool.


Aiz couldn’t move. Couldn’t plunge the knife into Tiral’s neck, couldn’t shift it even an inch. Tiral grinned, squeezing her wrist until she cried out and dropped the weapon.


He swiped it up and backhanded her so hard that she flew off the bed. One word pounded through her brain. No. No. No.


“Did you really think you could kill me?” Tiral sounded almost delighted. Humiliation coursed through Aiz. He kicked her in the stomach, and she dropped to her knees. Tiral laughed.


“That’s better. Beg for my forgiveness and I’ll make sure your death is quick, and that none at your cloister suffers for your stupidity.”


Aiz didn’t care about a quick death. All she wanted was for Tiral to hurt. To know pain and suffering. Yet she knew he was offering a gift, final though it was. The cloister, the clerics, the orphans. She hadn’t considered what he’d do to them if she failed.


“Or don’t beg.” Tiral smiled. “And I’ll let the Questioners take you apart limb by limb in the Tohr with all your precious clerics.”


Aiz stared down at her pale hands, scarred from a childhood in Dafra slum. A lock of hair fell in her face and she held herself still. The Tohr’s vermin-infested cells were peopled with broken Snipes who’d defied the Triarchy. Your anger will be the death of you.


The death of you.


Then she felt the ridges of her scars and the lick of flame. She heard the orphans screaming, and all she could think was how much she hated this snake of a man. The air in the room stirred as Aiz gathered her will, praying to Mother Div that this one time, the wind would do her bidding.


For a glorious moment, the wind shot out like a whip, tight and brutal. Aiz nudged it tighter with her mind. Tiral grabbed at his throat, coughing.


A second later, Aiz flew back, slamming into the stone wall. The air around her transformed into flaming needles, stabbing at her skin. She screamed, clawing at her face so frantically she didn’t hear Tiral until he was in front of her. He hauled Aiz up by her hair and leaned close, his breath hot against her ear.


“I never let my guard down, Snipe.”


She cringed, let him think for one instant that she was afraid.


Then she spat in his face.


His hand loosened enough for her to tear free and knee him between the legs. He doubled over with a groan. Aiz reached for the wind again, but this time, she didn’t try to control it. Instead, she fed her wrath into it, and it exploded out of her.


The wind howled, knocking Tiral flat, tearing his bed to splinters, ripping his desk in half, and shredding the hearth to rubble. The window that faced the mountains shattered. A spark jumped, erupting into flame on a settee. Aiz shrieked in joy. Yes! She knew she could control the power that lived within her. She had always known. Now, finally, it was at her fingertips.


In a moment, it was over. Aiz fell to her knees, so drained she thought her skin would shrivel away.


Get up. Already, she heard distant shouts of alarm. She dragged herself through the debris toward the secret passageway. She could still escape. Warn Sister Noa to empty the cloister so Tiral couldn’t hurt anyone.


Her hands shook as she reached for the door’s latch. It wouldn’t budge. She tried again, screaming in frustration, even as someone banged on Tiral’s door.


“Commander Tiral? Commander!”


A surge of heat. The fire had spread to the remnants of Tiral’s bed and fed greedily upon the wood.


“Mother Div, help me.” Aiz choked on the smoke. “Help me, please.” Tears of dismay streamed down her face. There was no way out. She’d die here. And though Aiz had told herself that she was ready to leave this earth as long as she took Tiral with her, now she found herself thinking of Cero. Of everything unsaid between them—everything she didn’t let him say. Of Sister Noa, who would mourn her as if her own daughter had died. Of the orphans, and the stories of Mother Div that Aiz would never tell them.


The flames closed in; the smoke thickened. Aiz dropped low and her hands touched something strange and soft in the rubble.


Tiral’s book. The pattern on it reflected the spreading flames.


The beams of the room groaned and the stone under the shattered window crumbled away. Snowy air swirled around Aiz, blessedly cool.


“Thank you, Mother Div,” Aiz sobbed. “Thank you.” She crawled toward the opening, but as she did, Tiral heaved a breath. The bastard was still alive.


Which meant even if Aiz did get out of here, he’d hunt her down.


Aiz looked back at the book, the flames inches away from it. She didn’t know why it was precious to him, but perhaps she could use it as leverage. She snatched it up, wrapping it in its oilcloth cover and stuffing it in her skirt. Then she skittered toward the opening in the wall and squeezed out.


Her belly lurched as she looked to the snow-covered ground far below, to the slick rock. But this was her only choice. She dug her fingers into a timber and began to descend.


The wind tore at her, too wild to control, an enemy determined to bring her down. It seemed to be mocking her. Laughing, screaming her name. Aiiiiz.


The rock beneath her left foot crumbled, and suddenly her leg was dangling in open air. She pawed at the wall, but it was smooth as glass, without so much as a crack in which she could wedge the edge of her shoe. Mother Div, help me. Please. Aiz’s arms ached at the weight of holding herself up. Her fingers grew numb.


Then her foot slipped. Better to die like this than to starve or rot in prison, she thought wildly as the wind tore at her. At least it will be fast. Laughter bubbled up from her chest, shrill and brittle, transforming into a scream as she fell.
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“Aiz. Aiz, damn you, wake up.”


Dragging her eyes open was, possibly, the most difficult thing Aiz had done in her life. Cero’s pale, handsome face appeared over hers, his expression angrier than she’d ever seen it.


“You are a Spires-forsaken fool,” he hissed. “What were you thinking climbing that wall? Why is the Aerie on fire?”


Aiz’s temples pounded, and she felt the back of her head. It was soaked with blood, though she didn’t feel a wound.


“Don’t touch!” Cero snapped, helping her sit up. She recognized the stark gray walls of the cloister. They were in one of the antechambers that bordered the courtyard. Through a window, Aiz spotted Sister Noa setting up the meager morning meal.


“How—how long since—”


“It’s been hours. I was waiting for you to wake before getting Noa. Didn’t want her heart to stop at the sight of you. You fell almost forty feet. It’s a miracle you’re not dead.”


“No—no.” Aiz tried to stand. “I can’t be here. He’s going to come for me—”


Cero bade her sit, his anger fading. “Aiz. You’re injured. You’re not making sense. Take a breath and tell me what happened.”


“You became a pilot,” Aiz whispered. “I didn’t. It’s—it’s not fair—”


“You were born knowing the world isn’t fair. You work around it like always.”


“I can’t!” Aiz said, wishing to the Spires that she could think more clearly. “I must go, Cero. I tried to kill Tiral. Then I took something from him.”


Cero’s face blanched. “Tell me he’s dead.”


Aiz shook her head. “He was alive when I escaped. He knew I’d planned to kill him, to get revenge for the orphans. All this time I’ve been sleeping with him, trying to gain his trust. And he knew.”


“Spires, Aiz. I could have told you that he uses people.” Cero looked away, his words bitter. “Pretends he cares so he can toy with them.”


“You too?” Aiz whispered, feeling strangely relieved when Cero nodded.


“Once, after you weren’t chosen for the flight squadron,” he said. “I thought if I talked to him—got to know him—I could convince him to let you train more.” Cero laughed bitterly. “I was naive. He used me, and when I brought you up, he—”


Cero went silent at the sudden thudding on the courtyard gate. A sneering voice rang out.


“Clerics,” Tiral called from beyond the cloister’s outer wall. “Do let me in. I’d like a word with one of your wards.”


“You shouldn’t have brought me here,” Aiz said. “He’ll punish the entire cloister if he finds me.”


Cero hauled her to her feet, steadying her when her legs turned to rubber. “He won’t find you,” he said. “Come on.”


As Sister Noa approached the gate, Cero pulled Aiz into the cloister’s serpentine hallways. They made their way down a short flight of stairs and into the kitchen storeroom.


“You’ll have to leave the city,” Cero said.


“No. I stole this book from him,” Aiz said. “I’ll hide it, and then I’ll beg for mercy for the cloister. The book is leverage. Tiral will kill me, but I’m dead anyway, Cero. Of starvation or in one of his wars.”


Cero stiffened as he pulled her through a door and into a hallway of the cloister she hadn’t seen. “Don’t be pathetic,” he snapped. “You’re worse than the Hawks. The second things get a bit tough, you fall apart.”


“A bit tough?” She glared at him. “What do you call our entire existence?”


“A gift,” he said. “Walk faster.”


The words snapped her out of her self-pity, so quintessentially Cero that she wanted to hug him. But he was already moving. Aiz ran to keep up with his long strides, following him through a narrow gap in the rubble and through a hallway carved with runes. This was part of the ancient structure erected after the migration—or so Sister Noa had told Aiz when she was a girl.


“Cero,” she said. “Listen.” They were deep in the bowels of the cloister, where torches were few.


“Do you hear them?” she whispered. “Voices. Tiral’s soldiers are in the tunnels. We should split up. You can’t be seen with me.”


“Patience, Aiz,” Cero said. “Almost there.” He led them deeper below the cloister, where the ground grew slick with moisture. Water rushed distantly.


“How do you remember all of this?” Aiz asked. “I couldn’t find my way back to the cloister if you put a blade to my throat.”


“Didn’t you ever wonder what I was doing while you were begging fairy tales off the clerics?”


“They’re not fairy tales,” Aiz snapped. “Your mockery is—”


“Not our biggest problem right now.” Cero turned yet again, this time past a grate crusted with ice and rime and into a narrow passage. With every moment that passed, Aiz’s mind grew clearer. These tunnels didn’t go on forever. Eventually Tiral would find them. Corner them. When he did, he couldn’t find Cero with her. Tiral might need pilots, but he’d never forgive Cero for helping the assassin who tried to kill him.


The sounds of pursuit grew louder and Aiz’s palms, slick with sweat, slipped against the rock as she crawled through a space slightly wider than Cero’s shoulders. Water thundered close by. Finally, they emerged onto a ledge. A river surged below, its rapids a milky white. Aiz stopped short.


“I can’t swim.”


“I’m going with you,” Cero said. “Take off your shoes and cloak so they don’t pull you under. The river will spit us out near the docks—”


“Come out, come out, little Snipe!” Tiral’s voice echoed down the tunnel and Aiz jumped in surprise, nearly tumbling into the river.


“If he finds you with me,” Aiz said, “he’ll kill you. If I jump in and he finds you alone, he’ll know you helped me and kill you.”


“Get your shoes off, Aiz!”


But Aiz shook her head. She didn’t know life without Cero. They’d been born within weeks of each other. They’d both had only one parent. When Cero’s father and Aiz’s mother were conscripted, their children turned to each other for comfort. He’d listened to Aiz telling the Sacred Tales, even if he’d never believed. And she’d always found his inventions brilliant, even when she hardly understood them.


Angry as Aiz had been these past few months, it hadn’t been at Cero. It had been at herself and at the knowledge that her dreams—of being a pilot, of saving the cloister—they were dead.


Aiz pulled the oilcloth-wrapped book from her clothes and shoved it into Cero’s shirt. “Keep the book. Hide it well. It’s the only leverage I have.”


“Stop talking nonsense. The current will be strong, but—”


Aiz twisted away and drop-kicked him right in the chest, hard enough to send him tumbling into the water. His arms arced, elegant even in the face of a surprise shove from his best friend, and he disappeared beneath the rapids. A few seconds and twenty feet later, his head broke the surface. He tried to find purchase along the sides of the tunnel, but there was nothing, and Aiz watched until he disappeared into the gloom.


Then she turned, rose to her knees, and bowed her head, arms at her sides. Which was exactly how Tiral found her when he stepped out of the tunnel a minute later.


He put his sword point to her heart.


“Where is my book?”


Aiz meant to treat with him. If she bargained, she could save the cloister from his punishment. But some stubborn part of her refused, a voice within telling her not to speak of the book. She’d never kill Tiral now. But at least she’d taken something he valued.


“What book?” She let dull confusion fill her expression. He thought so little of her that he believed it.


His soldiers beat, blindfolded, gagged, and dragged her out of the cloister and through the city. Her clothes were in tatters, her shoes gone. When her blindfold was removed, she found herself in the Aerie’s long gathering hall. The building was simple and stark, with high, foggy windows and a vast wood-beamed ceiling.


The stone was cold beneath her feet, and she shivered. Three thrones sat before her, one for each of the Triarchs, embedded in the base of a staircase.


Aiz had just enough time to realize that two of the thrones were occupied when Tiral shoved her face to the floor.


“Bow to your betters, Snipe,” he hissed.


As the stone dug into Aiz’s nose, it occurred to her that she shouldn’t be in front of the Triarchs of the Realm. She was naught but gutter trash. Punishment should have been death if Tiral wanted to make it quick, torture in a dungeon if he didn’t.


“Commander Tiral, you’re meant to be hauling back enough food stores to get us through the month,” a woman’s cold voice spoke. The raven-haired Triarch of Clan Oona—the bloodsmithers. They used to work as healers, but they’d lost the skill generations ago. “What is this?”


Tiral offered Triarch Oona a short bow. “This Snipe tried to assassinate me. She is a threat to us all.”


“Your clan should deal with this directly,” Triarch Ghaz said with a frown. He was a young man in practical flight leathers, his curly hair a brown halo around his head. “You pulled us from a meeting with the Ankanese ambassador.”


“And the fine Ankanese wine he brought,” Triarch Oona murmured.


Triarch Ghaz looked Aiz up and down. “You expect us to consider this girl a danger to the Triarchy?”


Clan Ghaz were once custodians of mindsmithing, but, like the bloodsmithers, they’d lost the ability. Still, Triarch Ghaz had taken his throne by outmaneuvering every member of his clan. Aiz looked down, worried that he would peer into her mind and read how much she hated the Triarchs—including him.


“She’s a threat.” Tiral paced behind Aiz like a hunting dog. “Because I don’t believe she acted alone.”


Tiral nodded to his guards, and a moment later, they dragged cleric after cleric into the gathering hall. All thirty were from Dafra cloister—the entire clergy. All were bound and gagged, Sister Noa among them, her eye bloodied. Aiz winced. The old woman had put up a fight.


Behind her limped Sister Olnas, her gray hair falling from its usually neat bun. Clerics did not marry, but Olnas and Noa were as good as. Olnas would be frantic at Noa’s injury.


“No!” Aiz cried. “They had nothing to—”


Tiral slapped her, and blood from her already cut lip spattered the floor. “Silence, rat.”


The Triarchs didn’t so much as look at Aiz, their gazes fixed on a woman following the clerics in, escorted but not bound.


Her skin and hair gleamed as white as the Loha used to power the Sails. She wore a simple cream robe, embroidered with the half-sun symbol of Mother Div. Despite the soldiers on either side of her, she appeared serene. She bowed her head to the Triarchs.


“Light of the Spires, Triarchs.”


“Long may it guide us,” the Triarchs intoned. Aiz stared, mouth agape. The High Cleric was the holiest living person in Kegar. Aiz had only ever seen her from afar, leading the Summer Rites to bless the raids.


“Holy Triarchs,” Tiral said. “I submit that the clerics of Dafra cloister planned the assassination to seize power. The girl was merely a tool. Tell me, High Cleric: Why did your clergy plot so cunningly against a son of Kegar?”


“My people did no such thing,” High Cleric Dovan said. “Triarchs, I beg you to hear reason. Commander Tiral sees shadows and threats where there are none.”


“My son commands the flight squadrons of Kegar,” a voice growled from the door. It was Triarch Hiwa—Tiral’s father—who’d entered the hall silently. “Seeing shadows and threats is his job—one that has kept our people fed.”


Triarch Hiwa, blond like his son, offered Tiral a bare nod before striding to his throne, guards trailing. He had a heavy brow and a curled lip, as if forever displeased.


Aiz’s heart thumped rapidly. Strange how in a moment, the nightmare images from years ago came rushing back. Triarch Hiwa’s visit to the cloister. Let us see what these children can do. The clerics trotting out the orphans. One sang. Another showed off her weaving. Ros displayed his skill with a bow.


You’d make a fine soldier, Triarch Hiwa had said to Ros. Then he sneered at his own son. Tiral was a few years older than Ros at the time. The Snipe is a better shot than you, boy, Triarch Hiwa had said, cuffing Tiral across the cheek.


That night, Tiral crept into the cloister and burned the orphans’ wing down. Only Aiz and Cero survived.


Within a year, Tiral’s father had named him heir.


Triarch Hiwa sat upon his throne now. His name meant wind, and his clan was known for the one skill remaining to the Kegari: windsmithing. His gaze settled on Aiz with the weight of a fist. She kept her face down, her anger leashed. She’d done enough to harm the clerics.


“So, this is your assassin,” Triarch Hiwa said. “She doesn’t look like much. That said, an assassination attempt makes the Triarchy look weak. Do you not agree, High Cleric?”


As Aiz glanced between the highborns, she realized that she was witnessing some power struggle far above her station. One that had been going on for longer than she knew. It did not matter what she’d done. There was a greater storm here, and she and the clerics were caught in its currents.


Aiz followed Tiral’s gaze to the ornately carved throne atop the staircase behind the Triarchs. It was the largest throne, for it belonged to Mother Div, who commanded three elements: blood, mind, and air.


In our hour of greatest need, the clerics told the children, Mother Div will return in the body of the Tel Ilessi, the Holy Vessel. And the Tel Ilessi shall deliver us back to the homeland from whence we fled, so long ago.


The throne had sat empty for a thousand years, since Mother Div left Kegar to her three children—the progenitors of Clan Oona, Clan Ghaz, and Clan Hiwa.


Now Tiral stared at that throne like a Snipe gazed at fresh bread.


“Aiz bet-Dafra was under the clerics’ care when she undertook this assassination,” Triarch Oona noted, red robes rustling as she steepled her fingers. “They must have known something.”


High Cleric Dovan now looked alarmed. She turned her full attention to Triarch Ghaz, who had not yet spoken against her.


“Triarch Ghaz, you and I have prayed to Mother Div together. You have seen the benefits of the cloisters and how we educate the orphans. You know us.”


Hiwa spoke before Ghaz could. “Commander Tiral. As the attempt was made against you, what punishment would you have the assassin and her accomplices bear?”


“They should be sent to the Tohr for questioning,” Tiral said without hesitation. “We will learn how deep the plot runs. If the clerics have nothing to hide, then they need not fear. As for the girl—” Tiral circled Aiz. “Death would be an easy path for her. If she survives her questioning, she can live out her days in the Tohr to think on her crimes.”


Aiz began to tremble. Not for herself—she couldn’t give two figs if she was alive or dead—but for what she knew the clerics would endure at the hands of the Tohr’s Questioners.


“There is no need for this.” The High Cleric’s voice shook. “Lord Tiral, we can discuss—”


“Perhaps,” Tiral said. “But not right now.”


“What—what will happen to the children?” Sister Noa spoke up. “If we are to be imprisoned?”


“Better for the orphans to serve in the army than learn sedition at the knees of the clerics,” Tiral said. “Don’t look so shocked. I was younger than most of them the first time I fought at my father’s side. Many nations train their children even earlier. The Jaduna begin battle magic lessons at age four. The Empress of the Martials went to a military academy at age six.”


“The girl and the clerics will be questioned,” Hiwa said. “The orphans will be conscripted. Witnessed and agreed?” He turned to his fellow Triarchs.


Triarch Oona nodded. “Witnessed and agreed.”


Triarch Ghaz regarded the clerics, a wealth of protest behind his eyes. None of it reached his lips. “Witnessed and agreed,” he said.


Triarch Hiwa nodded to the guards. “Take them to the Tohr.”
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Quil


Later in the evening, Quil bought Sufiyan a sketchbook and pencils for his yearfall—small enough that the gift wouldn’t feel like a burden. Suf said nothing of what happened in the market. He thanked Quil for the gift and disappeared into the arched hallways of Navium’s royal palace. To draw, Quil hoped. Or more likely to forget his sadness with whoever happened to be around.


For his part, Quil knew he should find his aunt and ask her about the deaths she’d kept from him. But he couldn’t come right out and say it because she’d dodge his questions. He’d have to be clever.


He walked through the imperial gardens, breathing in the cool sea air. Quil spent so many nights under the stars that most Martial palaces felt like prisons to him. But Navium’s was different.


Aunt Helene had insisted on extensive grounds with mosaic-tiled pools, flowers tumbling down high archways, and neat hedges that bloomed a fiery red in the autumn. She groused about the groundkeepers eating up the treasury. But when she passed through these manicured spaces, she always lingered—as Quil did now.


The prince slowed in the sculpture garden, where human warriors battled jinn—magical creatures carved to look like smokeless fire. In one corner, a Scholar man offered a Martial child a carved horse. In another, a falcon screamed in triumph, wings outstretched.


Someone had lit the lamps along a black stone path, and Quil followed it to three figures carved of pale gray marble. They stood with heads bowed and hands clasped, as if in supplication. His long dead maternal grandparents, and his Aunt Hannah. All had died at the hands of his father, Emperor Marcus Farrar.


The most hated man in Martial history.


His father had been cruel and murderous, as well as an inept ruler. He’d nearly lost the Empire when Karkaun barbarians invaded twenty years ago. Sometimes, Quil was certain that Marcus was the reason his aunt had sent him to the Tribal Lands, instead of allowing him to remain at her side. She didn’t want to look at anything that reminded her of the monster who’d slaughtered her family.


Most of what Quil had learned about his father had been stolen, overheard in conversation, or gleaned from history books before his aunt whisked them away.


The only person who had spoken openly to Quil about Marcus was his paternal grandmother. He’d sat in her kitchen as a boy eating almond cookies. He’d seen himself in her long lashes and gold skin, her dark waves and high cheekbones and the measured way she spoke.


Your father loved those too, she’d told him as he enjoyed the cookies. He and your Uncle Zak—they were beautiful boys. Good boys. Until Blackcliff, anyway.


So, this was what he knew of his father. The man’s disastrous, short reign, and the fact that he’d loved almond cookies. No paintings of Marcus existed. No busts or sculptures. Certainly not here in Navium.


There was, however, a statue of Quil’s mother, Livia Aquilla. He stopped before her, seeking a reminder, perhaps, that he wasn’t just his father’s son. Assurance, for he was sick to death of dreading his future.


“Is this my fate, then, Mother?” He took in the high forehead he’d inherited, the full upper lip. “To take the throne? To never be free of it?” His skin crawled at the thought. Not just because of the unending constraints of the crown—his aunt hardly had a minute to herself. But because he’d read enough history to know that power corrupted. His father, who ruled before Aunt Helene, was evidence of that.


“What if I end up exactly like him?”


Power doesn’t have to corrupt. Not if you’re wise about it, instead of thoughtless.


Tas’s words. Quil wished for his friend now, for Tas helped Quil untangle his thoughts. Tas, an orphan like Quil, was father and brother and blood in a way that few others were.


Years ago, after Elias and Laia married, Tribe Saif adopted Tas and he grew up with Quil. The prince’s first memory was lying on a woven mat next to Tas as the elder child pointed out constellations above.


That big bird-looking thing? That’s the falcon. Aquillus. That’s your family’s symbol. When Tas realized how much Quil hated his given name, he’d started calling him Aquillus—Quil—and refused to stop no matter what Aunt Hel said. Eventually, everyone else followed.


But Tas was gone, off on another mission for Aunt Helene. Going through half the treasury, his aunt had grumbled. Tas did have expensive taste. Charming, quick with a blade, and wickedly clever, he was the consummate spy, appearing not quite Scholar nor Martial, but a bit of both. Quil missed his irreverent humor, the stories of his adventures. He hadn’t heard from Tas in months.


In truth, Tas’s presence wouldn’t make a difference. Quil wouldn’t abdicate, no matter how much he wished to. Not after everything Aunt Helene had endured to secure the throne. Not after all she’d lost because of him.


“Cousin! I’ve been looking for you.”


Quil stepped away from the statue, though the speaker would not judge him for talking to it.


Throughout Quil’s life, Aunt Helene had tried to engender a closeness with Marcus’s many family members. One of them was the girl approaching with a mallet tucked under one arm and a miniature catapult in the other.


“Cousin Arelia.” He reached out a hand in greeting, but she rolled her eyes and gathered him in a hug, promptly dropping the mallet on his foot.


She wore dark blue engineers’ coveralls, the pockets filled with all manner of rattling objects; her loose, brown-blond curls were pulled back into a bun. Quil was taller and broader than his cousin, and her skin was warmer—closer to Sufiyan’s coloring. Quil tended toward contemplation and control, whereas Reli was forever muttering to herself and experimenting with dangerous ideas, chaos trailing. But they both had the hallmark strong jaw and pale hazel eyes of Gens Farrar.


“Glad I caught you.” Arelia released him. “I saw the oddest blueprint on your aunt’s desk when I was giving her an update on the bridge restorations. Here, hold my trebuchet—” Reli shoved it at him and patted her coveralls, pulling out a silver hammer, a leather hair thong, and a foreign coin before shaking her head.


“Had a sketch. Gone now. It could be a weapon, but I hope it’s a form of transport because skies know livestock and barges are too slow. In the south, the Kegari travel by air. Air!”


“What good are aircraft if they’re only used to raid and pillage?” Quil said. His aunt had expressed worry about Kegar, a nation so troublesome that even though they were thousands of miles to the south, their warmongering was affecting Empire allies.


“If we could get a look at their transports—”


“Good luck,” Quil said. “They only talk to the Ankanese. Any time the Mariners have sent a ship down there, it disappears. They’re worse than the bleeding Karkauns.”


The smile dropped off Reli’s face. “No one is worse than the Karkauns.” Like most Martials, her hatred of the Empire’s southern neighbors ran bone-deep—a savage occupation would do that to a populace. “Your aunt would agree—which reminds me. She’s looking for you. What did you do to irritate her?”


“I’m sure she’ll tell me,” Quil muttered.


“You should apologize. Rumor is that she had a report from the Ankanese ambassador, warning her about Kegari unrest. Scant on details, but it put her in a foul mood. And a Jaduna Raan-Ruku arrived this morning, so she’s antsy, too.”


Arelia shuddered at the mention of the Jaduna, a group of magic-users so powerful, so shrouded in mystery that even Aunt Helene treated them with caution.


Quil frowned. The Raanis—the six women who ruled the Jaduna people—did not usually leave their lands. Instead, they sent their Raan-Ruku—Wolves of the Mother—as emissaries. Strong in magic, Aunt Hel told him years ago. Never to be crossed. You will know them by the shape of their coins, triangles flanking a circle.


But they didn’t visit the Empire often. Usually only in times of emergency.


Quil and Arelia both turned at the tinkle of metal behind them. The prince’s blood went cold at the sight of a blond Jaduna, wearing a heavily embroidered robe with bell sleeves and a golden headdress. It was decorated with triangle coins and a single circle, in the center.


She fixed her kohl-lined eyes on Quil as if she wished to bore into his brain. Sweat trickled down his back. He’d once read an old folktale about a substance that suppressed magic. He wished the stories were true, wished he could wrap himself in it so the Jaduna sorceress wouldn’t know what lived inside him.


Now it was too late. The Jaduna must be aware of his magic. She’d have told Aunt Hel. And he’d be forced to train with them—


But she merely inclined her head and walked on. Quil bolted for his room, glancing back to make sure the Jaduna hadn’t followed. Arelia kept pace, as keen to escape the Jaduna as he was. Magic perplexed her, as she couldn’t take it apart.


“Oh.” Arelia pulled a small book out of her coveralls. Recollections by Rajin of Serra. “Stole this from you a few days ago. I knew it would take you another three years to finish.”


Quil winced as they turned into the passageway that led to his quarters. “I only got it from the library a week ago.” He nodded a greeting to the Masks guarding the hall.


“If you spent less time bashing shields with that scim-happy friend of yours—”


“His name is Sufiyan, as you well know, and he’s more healer than fighter—”


“Then maybe”—Arelia pushed open the door to Quil’s room and offered him the book—“you’d have finished it faster. Too much ancient lore and navel-gazing for me, but I did find the drawings of his war machines enlightening.”


BOOM. A door slammed distantly and footsteps thunked down the hall.


“Right,” Arelia said. “I’ll take my leave.”


“Coward!” he called as she slipped away. A minute later, Aunt Helene strode through his door, kicking it shut behind her.


“Aunt,” he said. “I saw a Jaduna Raan-Ruku—”


“Routine visit. Sit.” She pointed at a posh settee. “Now.”


She spoke with the toneless frigidity of a Mask—something she reverted to when she was giving orders or tamping down her anger. Quil’s own frustration rose. He wasn’t in the mood for another lecture.


Still, he sat, watching Aunt Hel pace. To the distress of the court clothiers, Empress Helene mostly wore plain black fatigues, with a scim strapped across her back. The only indication of her rank was a silver circlet pinned to her crown braid—one that Quil had seen flung to the side of a training field, tossed in with the laundry, and once, most strangely, sitting atop the head of a particularly ugly gargoyle on the roof of the palace in Antium.


They’d laughed when he’d found it up there, but the Empress was the furthest thing from laughter now. She crossed her arms and pinned him with her pale blue gaze.


OEBPS/images/common1.png





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Part I: The Fall



		1: Aiz



		2: Quil



		3: Sirsha



		4: Aiz



		5: Quil



		6: Sirsha



		7: Aiz



		8: Quil



		9: Sirsha



		10: Aiz



		11: Quil



		12: Sirsha









		Part II: The Hunt



		13: Aiz



		14: Quil



		15: Sirsha



		16: Aiz



		17: Quil



		18: Sirsha



		19: Aiz



		20: Quil



		21: Sirsha



		22: Aiz



		23: Quil



		24: Sirsha



		25: Aiz



		26: Quil



		27: Sirsha



		28: Aiz



		29: Cero



		30: Quil









		Part III: Mother Div



		31: Aiz



		32: Sirsha



		33: Aiz



		34: Quil



		35: Sirsha



		36: Aiz



		37: Quil



		38: Aiz



		39: Sirsha



		40: Cero



		41: Aiz



		42: Sufiyan



		43: Sirsha



		44: Quil



		45: Aiz









		Part IV: The Empty



		46: Quil



		47: Sirsha



		48: Quil



		49: Aiz



		50: Sirsha









		Acknowledgments











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/title.png
HEIR

SABAA
TAHIR





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘A tour de force of fantasy’
Stephanie’ Garber

No. 1 New-YorlcFimesBestselling
and National Boc&%@ng author






OEBPS/images/common.png





OEBPS/images/f0viiii-01.png
@D

to OLD KEGAR






