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1


The bridge was empty.


On the first pass they flew in fast and slow and silent over the wide canal, a smear of darkness across the stars, winging just over the heads of the rotting wooden statues at the top of the Grog Market bridge. Gwenna Sharpe kept her eyes fixed on that bridge, scanning the shadows for her Wingmates—Talal and Qora—who should have been waiting, poised for the extract, just as they’d planned.


“Son of a bitch,” she muttered. “Jak, take us around again.”


It was supposed to be straightforward. The rain, which had been pelting the city for weeks, flooding the canals, drowning the first floors of the wooden buildings, had broken, if only briefly. For once she could fly without sliding around on the talons, without the fat, warm drops splattering her face, without curtains of rain hazing everything more than a few paces away. Of course, shit went wrong, even on clear nights: a roadblock, an unexpected patrol, some kid awake well past her bedtime who happened to glance out her window and spot two figures—all in black, twin swords sheathed across their backs—and call out to her parents . . . The world was a mess, even in the best of times, and these were hardly the best of times. A team might be late to an extract for a thousand reasons, and so Gwenna didn’t start really worrying until the fourth or fifth pass. By the twelfth she was ready to set the bird down right in the middle of the fucking bridge and go bashing in doors.


“Another go-round?” Quick Jak asked.


The flier sat up on the back of the massive bird, strapped into his saddle, while Gwenna half stood, half hung below, her boots on one of the Kettral’s extended talons, her harness clipped in high on the creature’s leg. The position left her hands free to use a bow or a sword, to light and lob explosives if necessary, to grab a wounded Wingmate and hold on as the bird carried them up and out of danger. Except that there was no one to kill, no one to grab.


She took a deep breath—regretting it the moment the smell of Dombâng, all dead fish, rot, smoke, burned sweet-reed, sewage—clogged her nostrils, and forced herself to go slow, to think the thing through.


“No,” she replied after a moment. “Take us up.”


“Spiral search?”


Anyone else on Gwenna’s perch, anyone not Kettral, wouldn’t have been able to hear him. She remembered flying on the talons as a cadet, how the bird’s beating wings and the skirling wind scrubbed away all sound. That had been years earlier, though, before her Trial, before she drank from Hull’s sacred egg and became stranger, sharper, stronger. Now she could make out his voice just fine, though it sounded far-off and hollow. She could smell him, too, his sweat woven through the miasma from the city below, the acrid soot smeared over his pale face, the damp leather of his saddle; and beneath all that, the too-sweet thread of his worry, which only served to remind her of her own.


“Yeah,” she replied. “Tight spiral. But lean west with it.”


A moment later, she felt the bird bank.


Over on the other talon, Annick Frencha shifted her posture, twisting casually in her harness as they swung around. If the woman was worried, Gwenna couldn’t smell it. She sure as shit couldn’t see any signs of concern. The sniper hung in her harness easily as a child leaning back in a swing, one hand holding the stave of her bow, the other keeping an arrow nocked to the string. Annick reminded Gwenna of the bow itself: all the slender strength, all the killing—and Annick was nothing if not a killer—folded into a vigilant stillness. She never cheered when her arrows punched home, never pumped her fist, never smiled. While whoever she’d shot was stumbling around, pawing at the baffling shaft, lost in the last moments of dying, Annick was already gone, nocking another arrow, blue eyes scouring the world for something else worth ending. Gwenna had been training, flying, fighting, almost dying alongside the soldier for more than a decade. They’d pissed in the same pots, drunk from the same skins, bled all over the same scraps of ground, and she still wasn’t entirely used to the other woman’s poise. Just a glance at Annick reminded her of everything she herself was not—not relaxed enough, not calculating enough, not disciplined enough, not cool enough, not fucking ready enough . . .


No surprise that her mop of red hair chose that very moment to come untied. It whipped at her face, tangled in front of her eyes, made itself an unnecessary distraction. Annick didn’t have hair—every week she doused her head in a bucket, then shaved it down to the scalp with her belt knife. It made her look like a fifteen-year-old boy, except Gwenna had never met any fifteen-year-old boys who could split a reed with an arrow at a hundred paces.


“If the extract’s compromised,” the sniper said, “they’ll go to ground, make for the secondary tomorrow night.”


“Did that extract look compromised to you?”


The sniper kept her eyes on the city below. “There’s a lot we can’t see from the air.”


“Yeah. Two things in particular: Talal and fucking Qora.”


“They know the protocol. They’ll lie low. Hit the secondary tomorrow.”


Gwenna spat into the darkness, watched the wind shred it. “If they’re not captured.”


“There’s no reason to believe they’re captured.”


“There’s no reason to believe they’re not.”


“They’re Kettral.”


“Kettral die just like everyone else if you take a sharp piece of steel, put it inside them, and twist it around.”


Annick gave an incremental shake of her head. “You want to fly search spirals all night? Dombâng’s a big city. Tough to pick two people out of fifty thousand, especially if you don’t know where to look.”


She was right. Fucking obviously.


When it came to protocol, to doing things by the book, to making the cold, rational call, Annick was never, ever not right. Somehow, though—and Gwenna still spent sleepless nights trying to reason this one out—it was Gwenna herself, not Annick, who had ended up in charge of the Wing. Which meant it was Gwenna, not Annick, who had two missing soldiers, two friends, lost somewhere in the open sewer of a city sprawled out below.


Not that Dombâng looked like a sewer from the air. From the air all you could see was the spangling of red lanterns and cook fires, all those warm human lights and—tonight at least—the greater, cooler brilliance of the stars reflected in the hundreds of canals. A hundred paces up, the warm wet breeze absolved the city of its stench. You could relax a little, flying patrol. No one was likely to stab you while you stood on the talons of the soaring bird. No one was likely to bash you over the head so that they could offer you, alive and squirming, to one of their bloodthirsty gods. At altitude, Gwenna could barely smell the terror soaking the streets and homes below.


Unfortunately, she had two Kettral who weren’t in the air.


She studied the topography. Jak had them turning slow circles above the tidy wooden tenements of North Point. One block looked more or less like another—tiled roofs, narrow balconies cantilevered out over the canals, each street crooked as a broken leg—except for the dark, ugly scar where Intarra’s temple had been torn down by the insurgents. No one had bothered to build anything in its place. They hadn’t even cleared away the wreckage.


“Where did you go, Talal?” she muttered to herself. “Where are you hiding?”


No. That was the wrong question.


If the two Kettral were hiding, then they were fine. Sure, Qora had a tendency to stab first and ask questions later, but she was good with her blades—more than good—and Talal would keep her from opening any throats that were better left closed. He’d certainly saved Gwenna from her own idiocy enough times. If they’d gone to ground, as Annick kept saying, then there was nothing to worry about. Which meant Gwenna didn’t need to be flying spiral searches or grid searches or any other kind of searches over the entire ’Kent-kissing city. The danger was that they’d been captured, and if they’d been captured, there were only two places Dombâng’s insurgents would bring them. The Shipwreck was more secure, but that would mean going all the way south over the Spring Bridge, through Goc My’s, then doubling back north to Dead Horse Island; a long march with dangerous prisoners in tow. Which left . . .


“Jak,” Gwenna said. “Take us to the Baths. Come in from the southeast.”


“Against orders,” Annick observed. She didn’t sound particularly bothered by the fact.


Gwenna shook her head. “Just fucking Frome.”


“He is the admiral in command of the Dombângan theater.”


“Dombâng isn’t a theater, it’s a cesspool. And Frome’s understanding of the place is limited by the fact that he never leaves the ’Kent-kissing ship.”


“Nevertheless, the risk to the mission—”


“The risk is for shit. There’s one Kettral left in the world, and we’re on it.”


“That’s why we have the orders. If the bird is taken—”


“We’re a hundred paces up.”


“We can’t rescue anyone from a hundred paces up.”


“So then we’ll descend.”


“Putting the bird in danger.”


“Holy fucking Hull, Annick. It’s all danger. The job is danger.” She swept a hand out over the ruddy lights of Dombâng. “Half the people in this city would gut us on sight, and the other half would only hold back in order to feed us to their blood-hungry so-called gods. If we wanted to be safe, we would have taken up brewing or farming or fucking haberdashery.”


Annick raised an eyebrow. “Haberdashery?”


“Hat-making. Making hats.” Gwenna clenched her jaw, forced herself to shut up. Her anger was just worry. Which didn’t make it any less angry. “Look,” she went on after a pause. “You’re probably right. Talal and Qora are probably lounging in an attic somewhere getting drunk on some local asshole’s stash of quey. We’ll pick them up tomorrow and I’ll feel like an idiot for keeping us out here. Fine. It won’t be the first time.


“But if they have been captured, I want to know it before they’re hauled off to the Baths and we never see them again.”


“The protocol—”


“Was cooked up by some bureaucrats back in the capital whose idea of ‘unacceptable risk’ is taking a shit when there’s no silk to wipe with.”


“Not bureaucrats. The Emperor.”


Gwenna shook her head. “The Emperor has amazing eyes and weird scars and an unnecessarily large tower, but she’s never been on a bird. She knows fuck-all about flying, fuck-all about combat, fuck-all about Dombâng. She’s just scared she’s going to lose her last Kettral, which is why she has Frome halfway up my ass about it all the time.”


The sniper shrugged. “Your Wing, your call.”


Gwenna blew out a long, ragged breath. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d ignored orders from Admiral Frome. The man was all brass buttons and waxed mustache. Sure, the mission in Dombâng had probably been doomed from the start, but she didn’t intend to seal its fate by listening to that fool. She certainly didn’t intend to risk the lives of her soldiers for him.


She turned her attention back to the city below.


“Bring us down, Jak, just over the highest houses.”


Dombâng was a labyrinth of alleyways, bridges, causeways, docks, and canals—as though the city had been dropped from on high and shattered on the murky surface of the delta—but she’d memorized the map before they arrived, and it was easy to pick out the dark, silted-up expanse of Old Harbor; the mudflats were packed with the shadowy hulks of rotting ships, and there, at the center, the massive, ramshackle Arena where the Dombângans bled for their gods. A few torches burned in the prison yards built up around it. She could just make out the shapes of a half-dozen Worthy up late, training to slice one another into meat.


From Old Harbor, Jak took them northwest past Goc My’s plaza with its blank-eyed stone statue, northwest over the old, pillared mansions of First Island, over the sweet-reed barges swinging at anchor in the confluence, and on toward the glittering lights and sweeping rooflines of the Gold Bank. Covering the same route on foot or in one of the swallowtail boats would have been both tedious and dangerous; with the Kettral it was a casual matter of relaxing into the harness while the city swept by beneath.


Not that Gwenna was able to relax. Her fingers kept finding their way to the munitions strapped at her belt, testing the wicks, checking to be sure that all the strikers were there. Her eyes ached from the strain of trying to see into every corner, every shadow.


According to her briefings, Dombâng came alive at night, the whole city unfolding into eating and drinking, dancing and lanterns and music. Evidently whoever wrote the briefing had put it together before the revolution chucked everything straight into the shitter.


Dombâng had been a late and reluctant addition to the Annurian Empire, and when the empire started crumbling, Dombâng was one of the first cities to reassert its independence. Most of the population, at least, had asserted that independence. Plenty of people had been less than enthusiastic about returning to the old ways, the indigenous religion. Unsurprising, really, given that religion’s insistence on dragging people out into the delta and leaving them as a sacrifice for the gods. After two hundred years of Annurian rule, plenty of folks had come to enjoy things like trials, and religious tolerance, and trade with the outside world.


All of which meant that Dombâng had fought two wars—one against the Annurian Empire, and one against itself. The first had been bloody enough, but the latter pitted sisters against sisters, children against parents, friends against old friends. That, of course, had been five years earlier. Now, the Annurians were dead—all the soldiers and bureaucrats stationed in the city—along with most of the Dombângans of Annurian descent—merchants with the wrong names, builders with the wrong hair, fishers with the wrong accent or eyes. Some had been burned in their beds, some slaughtered in the Arena, but most were bound and bled, then left in the delta for the gods. Gwenna had never seen those gods, but she’d come across plenty of crocs and snakes and jaguars. The Shirvian delta provided enough ways to die without relying on the divine. Some of the most vicious executions were reserved for the native Dombângans who had dared support the empire—flayings, exposure, painful deaths by serpent or spider. Even five years later, the wounds of the conflict hadn’t knit shut. Most people didn’t leave their homes at night. Not alone. Not without steel.


Which made scanning the streets and waterways a lot easier. Gwenna was able to check whole plazas at a glance. Her vision, even at night, was owl-keen. From fifty paces up she could make out clothing, faces, the hilts of half-hidden blades. Not for nothing did the Kettral worship Hull, god of the darkness.


A knot of revelers was making its unsteady way through the alleys of the Web. She had Jak double back to check a barge moving west up Cao’s Canal. A group of Greenshirts patrolled First Island. No sign of Talal; no sign of Qora.


“Well, fuck,” she said, settling deeper into her harness. “Looks like they went to ground after all.”


Annick didn’t respond. Anyone else might have looked smug or relieved. The sniper didn’t appear to be either. She didn’t take her eyes off the alleys below.


“Jak,” Gwenna said. “Let’s check the Baths, then get out of here.”


She could just make out the building in the distance, shouldering its way above the other rooftops.


Before the high priests came up with the insane idea to build the Arena, the Purple Baths had been the largest structure in Dombâng—a massive, luxurious, redwood bathhouse thirty paces high and more than a hundred long, sheltering dozens of pools; some intimate, others large enough to float half a dozen boats. For more than a century, it had been the gathering place for the city’s rich and powerful, a sanctuary of cool waters and warm sighs. Not anymore. During the Twelve-Day War, the insurgents had seized it and turned it into a military building: part barracks, part training facility, part prison. Some of the drained pools served as sparring arenas, others—their tops covered over with steel grates—cells for the condemned.


Gwenna would have preferred to blow the place wide open when she first showed up, but there was some concern back in the capital that any large-scale, obvious imperial intervention would only alienate the dwindling portion of the populace still torn between the loyalists and the insurgents. So, since arriving in the city, she and her Wing had been working mostly in the shadows—poisoning and sabotaging and assassinating people from rooftops, laying the subtlest finger on the scales in the hope of tipping them back in Annur’s favor. The work suited Annick and Talal just fine; it was the kind of thing that snipers and leaches thrived on. Unfortunately, Gwenna wasn’t a sniper or a leach. She’d come up through demolitions, and more and more she was starting to think that the only way to deal with Dombâng might be to burn the whole ’Kent-kissing place to the waterline.


Fire—the universal solution.


The soldiers occupying the Baths had made a start on the destruction. All the buildings within a hundred paces had been torn down, wooden frames hacked into firewood, that firewood fed into the huge iron braziers that burned on every side of the massive building. It wasn’t the worst defensive position Gwenna had ever seen. Lots of light, even at night. Lots of sentries. Of course, the sentries were all standing inside the ring of fires, destroying what little night vision they had. It was stupid, but then, most people were stupid.


Jak circled the bird around the whole place once, twice, three times. Gwenna studied the soldiers below. If the Greenshirts had captured two of the Kettral, the men and women would have been tense, excited, frightened. Instead, they looked half-asleep at their posts, most of them gazing blankly out into the middle distance, dulled by the long night’s watch, too fire-blind to notice the huge, manslaughtering hawk turning lazy gyres above them.


“Hold the position, Jak,” she said. “We’ll loop here a little while longer, make sure these assholes don’t show up with our friends, then head for the ship.”


Slowly, as the bird banked, she relaxed back into her harness. After more than a decade flying, she’d come to enjoy the motion—the gentle rocking, the slow, smooth beat of the wings. The streets of Dombâng were sticky, hot, miserable, but a hundred paces up the warm breeze feathering her hair felt good. It felt good, too, to be wrong. Talal would rib her about it back at the ship, of course. I appreciate the thought, he’d say, but you worry too much. She’d tell him the next time he got lost he could go fuck himself. They’d drink a beer, shoot the shit awhile, and that would be that. Another death dodged, another day to wake up and keep fighting.


“All right,” she called up finally. “Get us out of here. I want to have time to close my eyes before coming back to pick up these two idiots.”


“Sure thing,” the flier replied.


Even as he spoke the words, however, the warm southern air turned cold over Gwenna’s skin. Her flesh prickled.


“Hold on,” she said, then glanced over at the sniper. “Annick, do you . . .” Then trailed off.


Annick raised an eyebrow, but didn’t respond.


Gwenna leashed her suddenly pounding heart, marshaled her attention. She recognized this feeling—half readiness, half dread. She’d had it hundreds of times since she drank from Hull’s egg. It was a way of knowing, an apprehension bred in the body itself, independent of all the mind’s clever methods.


“Hold the position.”


She closed her eyes, tried to disentangle the webs of scent and sound, the uncountable strands that made up the world. There was the stench of the outhouses draining straight into the canals, the odor of unwashed bodies, the moldy reek of cloth too long wet, the clean smell of fresh-sawn wood, bright and resinous. She could half follow individual conversations, the voices murmuring in their hundreds and thousands—two men arguing about a fire, a woman hissing something vicious, a commander upbraiding the sentries, and there, teetering on the very edge of her hearing: cursing. Furious, cat-angry, murderous cursing.


“. . . will cut open your cock and roast it like a ’Shael-spawned sausage, you stupid, skinny, buck-toothed fuck . . .”


Qora.


Gwenna’s body went tight, then loose, the way it always did in the moments before a fight.


“They’re east,” she said grimly. “East-northeast. And captured.”


Annick didn’t debate the question. She knew that Gwenna’s senses were slightly keener than her own. “How do you want to handle it?”


“Jak,” Gwenna said, “loop us around half a mile. I want to come in behind them, and fast. Annick, when the time comes, take down whoever’s guarding Qora and Talal.”


“You sure it’s both of them?”


Gwenna breathed in deep through her nose. She wasn’t certain, but she didn’t need to be certain.


“Just kill whoever needs killing.”


She slid the long, smooth cylinder of a smoker free of the holster at her waist.


“We’ll hit them in the open area in front of the Baths. Jak, smash and grab. Don’t even set the bird down. The smoker will cover our retreat.”


“They don’t have harnesses,” the flier pointed out. “If they’re bound, they won’t be able to mount up.”


“They don’t need to mount up. I’ve got two hands, one for each of them.”


“A lot of weight,” Annick said, voice flat, factual. “Especially Talal.”


Gwenna nodded, rolled her shoulder in its socket, tried to ignore the little click it always did.


Unlike some of the leaches back on the Islands, Talal didn’t rely on his arcane power to keep him safe in a fight. He was half a head taller than Gwenna, thick through the shoulders and chest, strong in the legs. On a mission in the Blood Cities two years earlier, she’d watched him seize the tongue of a wagon—a wagon loaded past the boards with bricks—then drag the thing fifty paces to block off the end of a bridge. The bastard was all muscle and scar. Lifting him would be like lifting a sack packed with wet sand, never mind dragging Qora along in her other hand.


She set her boots more firmly on the talon.


“We just need to get clear. I can hold them for a quarter mile, long enough for Jak to land on a rooftop.”


“I can carry Qora,” Annick said.


Gwenna shook her head. “I need you on that bow.”


As plans went, it wasn’t the worst one Gwenna had ever cooked up. On the other hand, she’d been the genius behind some pretty piss-poor plans. In this case, at least, they had the advantages of height, surprise, darkness, explosives, and a huge fucking bird.


Everything ought to go all right.


The thought just set her more on edge; ought was a word she’d long ago learned to distrust.


Jak brought the bird around, coming in low and hard over the sloping roofs. They were a few hundred paces out when the patrol stepped from the darkness of an alleyway into the ruddy torchlight of the cleared land around the Baths. Ten men—they were all men—moving in a tight knot. Some were looking outward, but most were focused on the two prisoners in their midst. How Qora and Talal had been captured, Gwenna had no idea, but both seemed to have escaped serious injury. They were walking, at least, and while Qora favored her right leg, she was still furiously cursing the soldiers surrounding her.


“. . . And you, you nutless, gutless fuck, I’m gonna put this hand up your ass, reach all the way up, and rip out your ’Kent-kissing tongue . . .”


The soldiers outnumbered their prisoners five to one, had them disarmed and bound at the elbows and wrists, but instead of triumph, they smelled of fury and puke-sweet fear. Obviously, the two Kettral had opened some throats on the way to being taken. One of the men prodded Qora with the tip of his spear. Instead of flinching, the woman leaned into the sharp steel. It had to hurt, but Qora was even more pigheaded than Gwenna, which, she had to admit, was saying something.


“You limp-dick piece of shit,” the woman snarled. “You don’t have the stones to finish it.”


It was a stupid gibe. Despite their sun-bleached uniforms, the Dombângans weren’t professional soldiers. Most of them were barely more than kids. Probably they’d kicked in a few doors, dragged some terrified families before the high priests. Maybe some of them had a little training with a spear, but they were afraid, and fear made people dangerous, unreliable. It would be easy for one of them to twitch and put that spear right through Qora’s ribs. Gwenna willed them to remember that blood was precious in Dombâng, that their gods demanded living sacrifices.


Jak trimmed the angle of attack.


“Talal,” Gwenna said. “Qora.” She spoke at a normal volume; the guards wouldn’t hear her, but the Kettral would. “Stand by for extract.”


Qora was too busy shouting, but the leach started to turn, then stopped himself—no reason to give the guards warning—listened a moment, then nodded.


“Qora,” he said. “Smash and grab.”


One of the soldiers shoved him forward with the butt of a spear. Talal stumbled, but he had the other woman’s attention.


“When?” she demanded.


“In eight,” Gwenna replied, pitching her voice over the wind screaming in her ears. “Seven. Six.”


Rooftops scraped past just beneath the bird’s talons. Alleys, verandas, causeways, docks . . .


“Annick,” Gwenna said.


The sniper’s blue eyes were black in the darkness. She loosed the first arrow, then two more in quick succession, hands flicking between the quiver and the string, too fast for Gwenna to follow.


“Five,” Gwenna said.


The first Greenshirt fell—the group’s commander, judging from his uniform—holding his hands to his chest as though in prayer.


Blood sprayed from the throat of a second.


Gwenna lit the smoker. The long fuse hissed, spat sparks.


Another soldier sat down abruptly, reached for the arrow in his eye, then slumped to the side.


“Four.”


Panic tore through the Greenshirts like a great wave crashing. Men whirled, brandishing their spears, staring wide-eyed but blind into the night’s gulf. Garbled exclamations spilled from half a dozen throats— . . . attack . . . under cover . . . behind us . . . no!—the language too broken, too trampled to serve any purpose. One of the soldiers had seized his fallen comrade, was trying to haul him to safety, not realizing the man was already dead. Another broke away, racing for the safety of the Baths. A third stood paralyzed, dark eyes glazed with fire.


“Three.”


Talal and Qora, by contrast, stepped into the madness as though it were a dance. The leach lashed out with a foot at the nearest guard, taking him in the side of the knee, buckling the leg. Qora rammed her forehead into another man’s nose, smashing it halfway back into his skull. Blood drenched her face when she pulled away, black against her brown skin, but she was grinning as she turned.


“Two,” Gwenna said.


The bird’s huge wings shifted, beat backward in a great wash of wind. The talons started to swing forward. Gwenna hurled the smoker over the heads of the two Kettral, toward the cordon of sentries posted outside the Baths.


“Starshatter!” Talal bellowed.


She shook her head. “It’s just a smoker. Prepare for . . .”


Talal, however, was already moving, hurling himself at Qora. His hands remained tied, but his shoulder took her in the gut, knocking her into a low depression with his own body on top.


The explosion hit Gwenna like a brick wall.


The world blossomed into hard darkness scribbled with fire. Curses and screams slashed the night. Pain flayed her with a thousand blades. For a heartbeat she didn’t know where she was, whether standing or swimming or falling. Underwater? No, she could breathe. Back on the Islands? Her trainers were going to be pissed if she’d fucked up some exercise. The vets could be unforgiving . . .


And then, as though in conversation with that first thought, the grim realization: We are the vets now. And this isn’t training.


The rest of the facts came back like a slap as she struggled to right herself, to find some purchase on the empty air. Her hands were empty. Where were her swords? Had she dropped her swords? A moment later, white-hot pain—brighter than the general agony—lanced her shoulder, sliced her across the leg. Her vision narrowed to a tunnel of flame. She gritted her teeth, took oblivion by the throat, forced it back.


Slowly, she growled to herself. Slowly.


With blistering hands, she felt for her harness. It was taut around her waist, the tether stretching up and away, still linking her to the bird. She squinted, and the talon came into focus, and there, dangling from her own tether, Annick, also upside down, also struggling to right herself. Grimacing against the pain, Gwenna took hold of the harness strap, dragged herself up, managed to plant her boots on the talon.


The Dawn King was screaming, but they hadn’t crashed. Gwenna blinked the haze from her vision. They seemed to be flying rather than falling.


The bird’s cry trailed off, and she made out Jak’s voice: “. . . hit us.”


Presumably that sentence had had a beginning.


“Say again,” Gwenna managed.


Something soaked the front of her blacks. She put a hand to it. Oh, right—blood.


“A starshatter,” the flier said. “That’s what hit us.”


“I didn’t throw a starshatter.”


“Not you, them. The insurgents.”


Understanding punched her in the gut.


She’d spent the last month supplying Annurian loyalists with Kettral munitions. The point was for them to use the bombs against the bad guys, but people got captured, people switched sides, people panicked and dropped their packs. It wasn’t surprising that the Greenshirts had ended up with a starshatter. Shitty, but not surprising.


Her right shoulder blazed. She lifted a hand to the wound, found something hot and jagged lodged in the muscle. Again she almost blacked out, again clamped down on the dizziness and nausea. She could raise her arm, rotate it forward and back. So the muscle wasn’t severed, though something was binding in the joint. More carefully, she checked the wound once more.


She couldn’t get a good look, but she could feel it well enough—a jagged length of metal about the size of her finger.


“You should leave that in.”


Annick had regained her footing over on the other talon. Given the blacks and the lack of light it was impossible to tell if she was wounded, but she looked ready to fight. Which was good, because there was a lot of fighting coming.


Gwenna wrapped her hand around the metal shard.


“Gwenna—”


She didn’t hear the rest of Annick’s objection because this time, as she ripped the thing from her shoulder, she really did pass out.


For a moment she was floating. Warm salt water buoyed her up. Waves lapped her bare skin, washing her hair against her face. The weightlessness felt good, better than good, as though her land-bound body had been a burden she’d never realized she was carrying, something that had been crushing her little by little, day after day.


I could just stay here, she murmured.


Even as the words left her lips, though, she was waking once more to the horrors of the night, heavy in her harness all over again, spinning like dead weight as the bird hurtled forward through the dark.


“Well, fuck,” she muttered to herself, the words chafing over chapped lips.


She dragged in a ragged breath—her lungs felt seared—got a foot on the talon, stopped the spin, hauled herself in once more, checked the puncture in her shoulder. It was bleeding, but she’d spent a lot of her life bleeding. She was conscious. None of her limbs had folded the wrong way. Her heart was getting on with things, banging out the same old angry rhythm, which meant there were no excuses.


“Jak,” she asked. “How’s the King?”


“Seems all right,” the flier replied. He didn’t sound hurt, which made sense. He sat on the Dawn King’s back. The bird’s massive body would have protected him from the blast. “I won’t know for sure until we dismount, but he’s moving smoothly.”


That too made sense. The starshatter hadn’t shattered Gwenna or Annick. Whoever detonated the explosive had fucked up—lit it too early or botched the throw. The blast might have enraged the bird, but it wouldn’t have knocked him out of the sky. Lucky.


Of course, it wasn’t fucking lucky that the Greenshirts had a starshatter in the first place. Someone, one of the bastards Gwenna and the rest had come all this ’Kent-kissing way to help, had made a mistake, and now her Wing was paying the price. She let her rage run for a few heartbeats. There was strength in the anger, strength that she badly needed. Then, as she felt her breathing hot and eager between her teeth, she dragged her attention back to the moment. The Dawn King was gliding out over a stretch of dark lagoon. She could hear, somewhere behind them, the kicked hive of the Purple Baths buzzing with shouted orders, questions, cries of pain.


“Take us back around.”


She steadied herself against the bird’s leg as the flier hauled them into a steep bank. The bathhouse swung back into view, huge as a castle keep, illuminated by the watch fires. Talal and Qora would be on the far side, the eastern side. Or what was left of them. They’d been on the ground, much closer to the point of detonation. Talal had seen the starshatter, tried to get them clear, but the cover had been for shit. How deep was the depression that he’d knocked them into? Gwenna’s head throbbed as she tried to remember. She tightened her grip on the harness tether.


“Faster,” she called up. Her own voice sounded tight, like a bowstring too short for its straining stave.


“What’s the plan?” Jak asked.


“Second verse, same as the first.”


“If they have another starshatter . . .”


“We’ll be ready this time. Annick, you see someone lighting a fuse—shoot them. Jak, pull up hard if you notice anything—don’t wait on my command. Otherwise we’re going back in.”


She tested her hands. They hurt, but they worked. If the two Kettral were injured or unconscious, she’d need to unclip, dismount, get them to the bird, hold them during takeoff. Her shoulder felt like someone had been going at it with a hatchet for the better part of the night, but that was just too fucking bad. The arm could fall off after.


Quick Jak knew his work. He came in low and fast, using the bulk of the bathhouse to hide them until, at the last moment, he pulled the bird up over the roof—so low they skimmed the carved, gilded figures on the eaves. Gwenna caught a glimpse of the serpents and crocs, jaguars and fish with gems for eyes and teeth like knives. The Dombângans set them on their ridge lines to ward off evil spirits. Too bad for them that she and her Wing were a little more solid than spirits. They burst over the roof’s peak like the shadow of death itself, and Gwenna got her first view of the chaos in the open space beyond.


Their initial attack, despite its failure, had rocked the Greenshirts. Men and women sprinted in a dozen directions at once, brandishing spears and flatbows, pointing, shouting, cowering behind dubious cover. The starshatter had ripped a jagged, smoking divot in the soft dirt, and the last shreds of smoke from Gwenna’s own munition hung across the mess like a tattered flag.


It took her a moment to flip the scene in her mind, to sort through the chaos and find the ditch where Talal and Qora had taken cover.


Empty.


Stifling a curse, she scanned the open ground. Some of the Greenshirts had spotted the bird. One man raised a finger, started to shout something. His head snapped back, Annick’s arrow lodged in his throat. A woman shouldered a flatbow in desperation. The sniper shot her, too. The explosion had obviously hit the Greenshirts just as hard as it had the bird, and unlike the Kettral, they weren’t as good at getting hit. Had Talal and Qora escaped in the chaos? Only twenty or thirty paces separated them from the labyrinth of Dombâng. If they’d . . .


No.


Just as she was daring to hope, she spotted them. Some of the Greenshirts, at least, had kept their heads. While most of the Dombângan force milled madly in the open, two men were dragging Qora by her armpits. She slumped, unconscious, or close to it. Talal had managed to regain his feet somehow, but another Greenshirt hauled him by the noose around his neck while two more soldiers followed, spearpoints bloodying his back. Disastrously, the whole group was just a few steps from the doors to the Baths, the angle all wrong, especially given the bird’s speed, for any kind of smash and grab. Even as Gwenna opened her mouth to call up to Jak, the bird passed uselessly over them.


“Pull up,” Gwenna said, sickness rising in her throat. “We lost them.”


“Where?” the flier asked. From the bird’s back, he hadn’t even been able to see the scene play out.


“Inside the Baths.”


She went heavy in her harness as Jak hauled the Dawn King into a steep climb. The ground dwindled below them until the fires were sparks, the Greenshirts so many kicked grubs. A few hundred feet of vertical and they were safe again.


They were safe, while half of the ’Kent-kissing Wing was getting dragged into the Dombângan stronghold to be tortured, imprisoned, interrogated, and then, eventually, if they survived all that, fed to the gods of the delta.


“Orders?” Jak asked.


His voice was ragged. You didn’t need to spend a lifetime studying tactics and strategy on the Qirin Islands to recognize the whole thing had turned into a goat fuck.


“Tight circle at three hundred paces.”


Annick scanned the madness below, an arrow nocked to her bow.


Gwenna shifted her gaze from the sniper to the Purple Baths. Anywhere else, it would have been an asinine structure to turn into a command center. The Baths were huge, but the massive walls were little more than elaborately carved screens stretching from post to post, the whole structure, like just about everything else in Dombâng, built of wood rather than stone. A determined woman with an ax could have hacked her way inside in a matter of moments, but, of course, the thousands of Greenshirts in and around the Baths would probably object to the hacking. The larger truth was, the Dombângans didn’t need a normal fortress; the delta was their fortress, hundreds of square miles of muddy, bloody death waiting for anyone who tried to cross it. The Purple Baths weren’t built to withstand an attack because they didn’t have to.


Gwenna allowed herself a bleak smile, reached for the holster at her belt, pulled free a starshatter.


“Jak, make a saddle run over the Baths.”


Annick raised an eyebrow.


“I’m going to blow the roof off,” Gwenna explained.


“And then?”


“Then we’re going in.”


She lit a striker as she said the words, waited for Jak to start the approach run, then touched the flame to the starshatter’s fuse. She could feel Annick’s eyes on her, but refused to look over. As the sniper had already pointed out, she had orders to avoid the Baths, but she’d been given those orders before Talal and Qora were captured. There were times to lie low, to watch and wait, to play the long game. And then there were times when you needed to light the world on fire and watch it explode.


As the Dawn King swooped up over the roof, she tossed the munition.


It hit just beneath the ridge, rolled a few paces with the slope, then caught on one of the carved wooden figures—something that looked like an eagle or a hawk. Gwenna watched the angry spark burn as the Kettral climbed back into the night. She closed her eyes a moment before the explosion—no need to risk her night vision—listened to the detonation tear a hole in the darkness, then opened her eyes again.


She’d never been inside the Purple Baths, but she’d seen rough plans and drawings from some of the loyalist spies. The roof tiles—hard, sunbaked clay—were fixed to a wooden scaffolding spread over the massive, trunk-thick rafters. The starshatter smashed through it all like a great, blazing fist. An entire section of the roof, from one huge beam to the next, folded downward and in, timbers splitting, cracked tiles sliding into the smoke. Screams boiled up from inside—the falling tile and debris would have killed some, injured others, strewn yet more chaos through the already chaotic night. As tactics went, blasting a house-sized hole in the fucking roof was hardly Gwenna’s classiest work, but it would have to do. In the wake of the first attack, the Greenshirts were reeling. Given time, however, they would regroup, double or triple the guard, maybe move Talal and Qora somewhere else, somewhere Gwenna couldn’t find them or get to them. There was a moment in every fight when you had to strike. She wasn’t as ready as she wanted to be, but neither were the bastards down below, and she’d spent most of a lifetime fighting when she wasn’t ready.


An ugly win, Hendran wrote in his Tactics, is still a win.


“Take us inside, Jak,” she growled.


There was a pause. Then: “The whole bird?”


“They tend to fly better in one piece, so yes.”


“It’ll be tight.”


“Fortunately, you’re good at this shit.”


Annick shook her head. “Bad extract.”


“Maybe we should ask the Greenshirts to take our friends to a nice open field, someplace with flowers and a babbling brook.”


“The Emperor—”


“The Emperor can scream at me all she wants when this is over. We’re getting Talal and Qora.”


“If the bird is trapped—”


“Annick,” Gwenna said, shaking her head, “just shoot some motherfuckers, will you?”


The Dawn King banked, came back around, hung for a moment in the hot night air, one heartbeat, then another when she could still stop it, belay her order, call it all back, think up another, better plan. Then time, as it always did, slid past, silent and ungraspable. The bird folded his wings and stooped.


Gwenna tightened her grip on the leather strap holding her to the bird’s leg.


There weren’t a lot of fliers or birds that she’d trust to pull this off. The gap in the roof was barely larger than the Kettral’s half-folded wings, which meant they needed to drop through, then pull up before splattering on the floor below. It helped that the hall was huge, easily large enough for the Kettral to spread his wings, and it helped that Jak was the best flier she’d ever seen.


Still.


She shielded her eyes as they dove through the opening, plunging from the night’s darkness into the flaming chaos of the open space below. The main section of the Baths comprised one huge room, large enough you could almost sail a warship into it without hitting the masts on the ceiling. Untidy rows of cots lined the walls; huge mess tables stood in the middle of the largest of the drained pools; cook fires burned in two dozen places, silting the air with smoke; and everywhere people—there must have been four thousand soldiers crammed into the space—running and shouting, scrambling and seizing their weapons. Which was more or less what you’d expect after blowing the roof off a building and flying a screaming, man-eating bird through the hole. No one was shooting at them yet—probably because no one could quite believe that they were real. Surprise, however, soured faster than milk on a hot day. Not even the weakest soldiers stayed stunned forever.


Gwenna took in the space at a glance. The ends of the hall were there and there, which meant the eastern door, the one through which Talal and Qora had been dragged was . . . there.


“I have them,” she said, unclipping from her tether while the bird was still dropping.


The Kettral pulled up hard at the last moment, legs outstretched in the way of its much smaller brethren when they fell on a hare or squirrel. She leapt from a dozen feet up, hit the ground awkwardly, rolled, and came to her feet with both her short blades drawn. Immediately in front of her stood a man holding the half-eaten wing of some kind of bird. His black beard glistened with grease. Fat dripped down over his fingers. Interrupted in the middle of his dinner, he hadn’t even thought to reach for a weapon. Gwenna stabbed him in the gut, one quick stroke, then pulled her sword free before he fell.


“Annick,” she said. “Cover me from the bird. Jak, get ready to drag us out of here.”


Barely a dozen paces separated her from Talal and Qora. A dozen paces and at least as many Greenshirts. Some she cut down, others she went around. Every heartbeat or so she heard the low thrum of Annick’s bowstring followed by the slick whisper of a fletched arrow parting the air. Half the Greenshirts rising to meet her dropped before she could even reach them. Despite the odds, it was barely a fight, and not for the first time a distant part of her murmured that it should not be so easy to kill so many people so quickly.


“Count your fucking blessings, bitch,” she muttered, then opened another throat.


Despite his injuries and bonds, Talal reacted better to the attack than the Greenshirts. He managed to crowd into the man holding his noose, then smash his nose with the back of his head. The soldier howled, then dropped the leash as Talal pivoted, kicked him into a shallow, empty pool. One of the other Greenshirts raised his spear, but before he could bring it down, Annick’s arrow slid between his teeth, snapping his head backward, kicking up a fountain of blood.


Talal snatched up the spear in his bound hands, ran a third Greenshirt through the stomach, and he was free. Instead of sprinting for the bird, however, he turned.


Qora was still unconscious, slumped on the floor where her captors had dropped her. Talal couldn’t hold her and the spear, not with his hands bound, but he positioned himself over the body to fend off the regrouping Greenshirts.


A few paces away, Gwenna slashed a woman across the face—the Dombângans were baffled, stumbling about like children, but their numbers seemed never-ending—hamstrung another, then she was there.


Talal looked worse up close. He favored his right leg, and his half-burned-away blacks revealed ugly red weals across his dark skin. One of his eyes had swollen nearly shut, and blood sluiced from his broken nose, staining his teeth red when he grimaced.


“Sorry.”


“Save it.” Gwenna sliced through the cords holding his wrists. “How busted are you?”


“I’m fine.”


Another arrow whispered past. Off to Gwenna’s side someone grunted, collapsed.


She risked a glance over her shoulder. The Greenshirts had begun to regroup. Men and women who had been inside the Baths eating or chatting or sleeping when the roof crashed in had snatched up spears and flatbows and formed a rough ring around Talal, Gwenna, and Qora. Another group began to close on the Dawn King. They reeked of terror. One man held his spear before him one-handed, point straight up, as though it weren’t a weapon at all, but a torch to force back the darkness. The King screamed his defiance, snatched the man up in his beak, tore him mostly in half, then tossed the broken body aside. The others scrambled back a few steps, stumbling over themselves in an effort to get away from that razor beak, those awful, inhuman eyes, but they didn’t break.


Gwenna turned back to find Talal hoisting Qora onto his shoulders. The woman’s eyes were swollen nearly shut, her nose broken, her lip split, her brown skin purple with bruises. Talal held the spear in one hand, but he wasn’t going to be all that good with it, not while carrying Qora.


“Go,” Gwenna said, motioning toward the bird with one hand, parrying a sword thrust with the other, then slicing through the throat of her attacker.


Talal nodded, lurched into motion.


They were halfway to the Dawn King when a crack like the earth shattering brought Gwenna up short.


A roof tile whipped past her, smashing itself to rubble on the floor. Another followed, then another. She sheathed one sword, covered her head with her arm just in time for a tile to gash into her injured shoulder, knocking her to one knee. Pain blazed down her arm, up into her neck. She struggled back to her feet, risked a glance up and found, to her horror, that one of the massive rafters had cracked, was folding slowly in and down, dragging the surrounding ceiling with it. Wood shrieked, twisted past its limits. Tiles fell in a hail, shattering on the deck, staggering to the ground all those they struck.


“Now, Talal,” she growled, forging forward.


The falling roof might well kill them all, but it provided an opportunity, a window of madness they could use to escape. Even as she lifted her sword, a tile sliced down through the brow of the nearest Greenshirt, opening his face from the eye’s socket to the jaw. He pawed stupidly at the flap of skin, tried to plaster it back in place, then stumbled backward into one of the drained pools. The knot of soldiers that had hemmed her in moments earlier began to dissolve, men and women hurling themselves beneath tables or just crouching in place, arms clutched over their heads. A path to the bird opened. If they could make it, they were free; the larger hole in the roof provided an even better exit than the one she’d originally blown open. The night had become a game of chance, of blind fucking luck.


She’d always hated when it all came down to luck.


Back on the Islands, back when she was a cadet, there’d been an old wrinkled soldier—years past flying missions—named Maxane. She was famous for a siege fifty years earlier, when she’d walked, alone and unarmored, through a withering rain of arrows to set a charge on the fortress gate. Gwenna had heard the story about a hundred times—they all had—but it still made her palms sweat.


Why didn’t you run, people asked, half laughing, half baffled.


Maxane always shook her head, frowned as though she’d eaten something sour, gazed out through her milky eyes.


Running’s no good. Any archer worth a shit can hit a runner same as a walker.


Gwenna remembered Annick shaking her head. The odds are better if you’re running.


Odds. Maxane snorted. Girl, odds are for dice and cards, not livin’ and dyin’. Best soldier I ever saw spat his last blood up in Anthera after a little walnut of a farmboy stabbed him with a hayfork. What were the odds? And I’ve seen my share of idiots live through decisions that should have killed ’em ten times over. Listen to me, girl, and listen good—in the moment, there’s just the moment. Just that one thing happenin’ that one time. Ain’t no odds. Either the arrow hits you, or it don’t. You die or you don’t. That’s it.


As a cadet, Gwenna always found the idea so obviously wrong that it wasn’t worth arguing. In the years since, however, she’d come to see the wisdom, if not the logic. You couldn’t guard against everything. Maybe not even against most things. When the shit got thick, in the actual moment, as Maxane said, you either died, or you didn’t. The notion cradled inside of itself a strange kind of peace, one that dissolved utterly when Gwenna glanced up once more.


In addition to the roof, the whole western wall had begun to give, great posts leaning sickeningly in. The starshatter shouldn’t have damaged the wall. Its blast radius was too short to crack the massive trunks. On the other hand, the Purple Baths had been around for hundreds of years. Hundreds of years subjected to steam, heat, rot. It was impossible to know what beetles and termites had been feasting on what posts and for how long, not that it mattered much now. The wall, like soggy paper, flexed inward, beams snapping, blocking their passage to the sky.


At Gwenna’s side, Talal stumbled, caught himself, tried to shield Qora’s head with one arm while he carried her toward the bird.


Up on the Dawn King’s back, Jak shouted something. Gwenna missed the words, but it was obvious he wanted them mounted up already, wanted to get out, but either he didn’t see the whole scene or he wasn’t thinking clearly. The damaged wall hadn’t entirely given way, but a good portion of it—unsupported by the rafters—hung over the space like the ragged jaws of some vast beast, all splinter and stabbing angles, wide as the night itself. Fire licked the wood, found the oil from the broken lanterns, erupted into ribbons of flame. The bird couldn’t take off through that.


You die, Maxane said, staring through the cloud of her cataracts, or you don’t.


It was an ugly situation, made a lot uglier by Gwenna’s orders to fly the Dawn King into the Baths in the first place.


For centuries, the Kettral—not the order, but the birds themselves—had been the empire’s most secret, most dangerous, most vital military asset. They allowed the Annurians to travel faster than anyone else, to attack walls and fortresses from the sky, to wage war in a way that just wasn’t possible for lesser nations forced to rely solely on horses, infantry, ships. Those birds had been one of the most disastrous casualties of the civil war. When the Kettral turned on one another in what had to have been the most vicious three days of fighting in human history, most of their mounts were destroyed. Maybe half a dozen fled, scattering along with their masters. Which left Annur with one—the Dawn King.


For five years, Gwenna and her Wing had flown that bird on scores of missions, back and forth across the continents of Vash and Eridroa, from Anthera to the Ancaz Mountains. One bird was a far cry from the several hundred that the Kettral had possessed at the height of their power, but even one was enough to turn certain tides, to alert commanders of impending attacks, to move the best generals to the fronts where they were most needed, to keep the Emperor herself informed of what was happening in all the far-flung corners of her crumbling realm. It was no exaggeration to claim that without the Dawn King Annur might have lost cities, armies, even entire atrepies.


And now Gwenna Sharpe had lost the last bird.


You stupid bitch, hissed a vicious voice in the back of her mind. You stupid, stupid bitch.


She shoved the voice down, crushed it, tried to focus on the moment. There would be plenty of time to hate herself later.


“Jak,” she shouted, “Annick. Dismount. The King’s trapped. Evac on foot.”


She scanned the space. The Greenshirts, hundreds and hundreds of them, writhed over one another like grubs or ants, like bees in a hive. Most, panicked by the falling debris and spreading fire, shoved toward the eastern and northern ends of the hall, away from the worst of the danger. Which meant that, if only for a moment, a clear route had opened to the west. Clear of people, at any rate; burning beams and scorched tile continued to rain down.


Two Greenshirts—the only two left, apparently, who still gave a shit about the Kettral in their midst—charged Talal.


As he turned awkwardly to face them, Annick’s arrow killed one. Gwenna’s belt knife took the other in the neck.


“Go,” she said, crowding the leach forward. “Go!”


Annick had unclipped herself from the tether, but Jak remained in his saddle on the Dawn King’s back. He had a sword out, though there was no one for him to attack. Anger twisted his features.


“I’m not leaving him.”


Gwenna bit back a curse. She’d known this was coming. The bird wasn’t a pet. He was a soldier, just like the rest of them, and sometimes soldiers got trapped. Sometimes they died. She understood that, everyone else on the Wing understood that, but Jak had raised the King from a fledgling, had trained him to be maybe the greatest bird in the history of the Kettral. He trusted the creature more than he trusted any of the humans on the Wing, which was saying something.


“It’s an order, Jak. Dismount. We’ll come back for him.”


She wasn’t sure if that was a lie or not. She’d sure as shit make every effort to recover the bird, but she didn’t have high hopes. The Baths were burning, the whole place was falling the fuck down, and the Dawn King was trapped inside of it. The jagged tiles were far too small to do him serious damage, but if the whole ’Shael-spawned wall collapsed . . .


“Jak,” she said again, hardening her voice. “Get off the bird now.”


“I can fly him out of here.”


It was madness, but in the thick of a fight most people went a little bit mad.


The flier’s eyes bored into her. “It’s not his fault that we’re in here. It’s yours.”


The words landed, a fist to the face. She would have preferred an actual fist, but the evening didn’t seem to be taking stock of her preferences.


Half a dozen paces distant, a rafter crashed down in a shower of flame and sparks. The end of the great beam caught a pair of fleeing Greenshirts, crumpling one as though he’d been no more than a man made of kindling and twine, shattering the legs of the other, pinning him beneath the smoldering weight. The fire licked at him once, twice, as though uncertain, then all in an awful burst, tore into the man’s clothes.


He found Gwenna’s eyes, stretched out a bloody hand.


“Please . . .”


She turned away.


“We have to go,” Talal said. “If Jak—”


Before he could finish, something struck the flier in the shoulder, knocking him savagely to the side. For a moment, Gwenna thought he’d been shot. Then she saw the slab of jagged tile slide from the bird’s folded wings to shatter on the floor. Jak clutched at the reins, failed to keep his seat, then slid, slack and boneless, from the Dawn King’s back. Gwenna lunged forward to check his fall, but the man was all muscle. His weight, falling from almost five paces, hammered her to the floor.


The bird, battered from above and hemmed in on all sides by fire, hurled himself into the air. Nowhere to go—just smoke and fire and splintered beams occluding the passage. He beat his wings furiously, kicking up ash and dirt, raising a small storm inside the fire, screamed his frustration, flew the length of the Baths, and alighted once more. The whole thing reminded Gwenna suddenly, absurdly, of far smaller birds, their worlds no larger than the bars of their cage. She’d never imagined a caged Kettral, never thought such a thing were even possible. If only she’d been right.


The short flight took only moments, just a few wingbeats, but it put the creature entirely out of reach. Hundreds of Greenshirts crammed the space between Gwenna and the bird. Thousands. The Dawn King might as well have been back on the Islands. He might as well have been on the moon.


Jak shoved himself unsteadily to his feet. The falling tile had torn his ear half off—it dangled by a scrap of skin—and hacked a gouge into his neck, but he didn’t seem to notice the wounds. As Gwenna, freed of his weight, struggled to get up, he slid the second sword from the sheath on his back. He reeked of fear, and rage, and desperation.


“Western wall,” she said, pointing.


The top half of the wall hung out over the room, swaying with the night wind. The bottom, however, remained more or less intact. Fire wreathed the wide door, but they’d all been burned before. It was still the best way out.


Jak, however, wasn’t looking at the door. He was staring the length of the Baths, to where the Dombângans had closed around the Dawn King.


The bird launched himself into the air, raked half a dozen soldiers with his claws, landed, then leapt again. The flier wore a small whistle on a chain around his neck. He lifted it to his lips and blew. The King’s head jerked around, his dark eyes swept the Baths, and for a moment Gwenna thought he would come as he had been trained. Not that that would help them much. No one would be cramming the bird through the door, but maybe she could blow open another hole . . .


She checked her belt for munitions, found a flickwick that might work.


“If I punch out a section of the wall—”


She looked up to find Jak sprinting north, toward the bird.


“Mother. Fucker,” she spat, shoving the explosive back into its holster, taking up her second sword once more. “Cover me, Annick.”


Just as she moved, however, Talal collapsed, spilling Qora across the floor.


For a moment, the leach lay prone, his face pressed against the ground. Then he staggered to a knee, grabbed the unconscious woman by the arm, hauled her toward him. Blood from the new wound sheeted his face. His pupils pinched tight, refusing to focus.


The Baths had become an oven. Gwenna could feel the heat baking her own blood to her face, singeing her hair and eyebrows, cooking her pale skin pink. Smoke hazed the air, blurred the light, scoured her throat and lungs with every breath. The screams were so loud and so many they had become a kind of silence. Ten paces distant, another beam came down.


“Annick,” Gwenna snarled. “Hit Jak with a stunner.”


The last thing she needed was another body to carry, but if the sniper could knock him out before he got any farther, Gwenna could get to him. She could save him.


The sniper stabbed the arrow she’d been holding into the wooden floor, plucked a blunt-tipped shaft from the quiver at her back, nocked it to the string, drew, and loosed, all in the time it took Gwenna to exhale.


Too slow.


Three panicked Greenshirts had stumbled behind Jak. The stunner took one of them in the side of the head. He dropped like a sack of grain.


“Again,” Gwenna growled, throwing herself into motion.


“No more stunners,” Annick replied, voice steady, hard. “We need to evac.”


“I’m not leaving him to fight all of Dombâng on his fucking own.”


Even as she spoke, a blazing tangle of wreckage fell between her and the flier, forcing her back. For a moment, her world turned a ragged orange-red. Her hair was on fire. She seized a handful in one hand then, hacked down across it with her blade, shearing free a great sizzling nest. The smell made her sick. The whole fucking situation made her sick. Grimly, she raised a hand against the heat, squinted through too-dry eyes, found Jak there, on the wrong side of the wreckage, both blades a blur, fighting for his life and the life of the bird he’d raised since he was a child.


Impossible.


Jak was the best flier she’d ever seen, maybe the best flier in the history of the Eyrie—brilliant and creative in the air, unflinching, utterly calm. On the ground, however, he was a disaster. On the ground, whatever strength he drew on when he sat the saddle on a bird’s back evaporated almost entirely. She’d watched him freeze in close-quarters fighting more than once, his great, strong body refusing to execute the orders of his mind. It should have been disqualifying, that panic. It had been disqualifying when Jak first tested for the Kettral, but times had changed. Almost all the vets were dead. Gwenna couldn’t afford to leave the best flier in the world grounded.


He’s fine as long as he stays in the saddle. That’s what she’d always told herself. He’s better than fine up there.


Only he wasn’t in the saddle any longer. He was fighting his way down the length of a burning hall, hemmed in on all sides by steel, smoke, and fire.


Each heartbeat she expected the panic to take him, for his body to fold, cringing in on itself. To her shock, however, he fought like a man who had never known fear, never felt those cold talons sliding down his spine, who had never lived anywhere but deep inside the heart of flame and slaughter. He carved into the Dombângans as though they were already meat, hacking through muscle and bone as though his swords weren’t swords at all, but a butcher’s cleavers. It wasn’t bravery so much as madness. In other circumstances Gwenna would have allowed herself a moment of amazement, but there was no time. He was going to get himself killed trying to save a bird that couldn’t be saved.


“The wall’s coming apart,” Talal groaned.


He’d managed to get Qora back onto his shoulders, though the woman’s weight had him bent and wavering like an old man.


Gwenna looked up at the structure looming above her. She couldn’t say how she knew, not exactly, but all those years of training told her the wall wasn’t ready to come down. Not quite, not yet.


“I’m getting Jak,” she said. “You start moving.”


Down the hall, the flier had become a dream, a nightmare of violence. He slew the Greenshirts even as they tried to flee, forcing his way deeper and deeper. Gwenna could pick out the sound of his breathing, even over the roar of the fire, the jagged shape of his words:


“I’m coming,” he panted. “Hold on, King. I’m coming for you.”


For two or three scorching seconds, she thought he might actually manage it. The Dombângans, still shocked by the sudden attack and panicked by the blazing hall, scattered before those flashing blades, hurling themselves into the drained pools, diving aside, stumbling backward. Those that held their ground he killed, quickly and viciously. It was easy to forget how large Jak was, how strong, because in all her mission planning she never made use of that strength. Seeing him now wading through the slaughter she was reminded of the man’s raw ability.


Ability that meant nothing to a flatbow bolt.


Even as she stared, the flier staggered, twisted back, the shaft jutting from his stomach. Gwenna felt a howl like a spearpoint lodge in her throat. Despite the wound, Jak stayed on his feet, kept lashing out with his blades, forcing himself forward toward the Dawn King.


“I’m coming . . .”


The words sounded wet, as though the language itself had torn open inside him.


He might have survived the bolts—Kettral healed faster than most people, took fewer infections—but the Greenshirts, sensing weakness, closed in. Jak killed two more before a leaf-shaped spear opened his gut.


The Dawn King heard his scream. The great head snapped around. Fire glazed his black eyes. Jak bellowed again, and from the far end of the Baths the bird answered, the two cries twining around each other, rising in a fever of rage and pain. Then someone slipped behind the flier, hacked down into his neck, and only the bird’s scream remained.


Hot blood flecked Gwenna’s face, slicked her hands. Ragged breath rasped in her throat. Fire blazed all around her, but she felt ice-cold as the Greenshirts seized the body of the fallen flier, began dragging him away. Kettral didn’t die very often. The corpse had become a prize.


Half of her wanted to fight. Fuck that—all of her wanted to fight, to hurl herself into the crowd and kill and kill and kill until it was her turn to take a spear in the face or a blade in the kidney. Talal’s voice held her back. The leach was calling through the chaos.


“. . . He’s gone, Gwenna.”


She felt like a woman made of granite, as though to turn around and go back would break apart something inside of her, something that could never quite be put right. There were times when it felt like that was all it meant to be a soldier, as though the training and fighting and tactics and strategy were secondary to the ability to break, to be broken, and then to keep going. Jak wasn’t the first friend she’d seen die. He wouldn’t be the last. There were still the three remaining members of the Wing to think of, and so she turned away from his bloody body, from the Greenshirts, from her own rage, and back toward the people she could still save.


The door blazed, but they could make it.


“Go,” she said, waving Talal and Annick forward. “Go.”


Annick didn’t move.


“I have a kill shot on the King,” she said, her blue eyes bloody in the firelight, face expressionless. She might have been talking about hunting grouse.


Gwenna hesitated half a heartbeat. As usual, the sniper saw through it all to the frigid, unbeating heart of the disaster. The bird was almost certainly doomed, but they needed a certainty more perfect than almost. The only thing worse than letting the King die would be allowing the Dombângans to capture him, to retrain him, to turn him against the empire. It was unlikely, but . . .


“Take the shot,” she said.


It seemed impossible that a person could kill something the size of the Dawn King with a slender shaft of steel-tipped wood. In most cases, it was impossible. Gwenna had witnessed Kettral returning from missions pricked full of arrows, bolts, broken swords, spearheads. All that metal, however, had been in the chest, the wings, the legs.


Annick’s arrow leapt from her bow, whistled down the hall, passed through a gout of fire, then plunged, flaming, into the eye of the Dawn King. The bird opened his beak to scream, but the sound spilled out cracked and broken. He flapped desperately, rose a few paces into the air, crashed back to the bathhouse floor, then spread his wings again, baffled as any caged songbird. Annick loosed another arrow. This one caught him in the other eye, burying itself deep in the brain. The last Annurian Kettral thrashed, knocked aside dozens of Greenshirts, collapsed onto his side. One wing rowed valiantly, vainly against the air, searching for purchase, then shuddered and stretched out straight, as though it had finally caught the current, as though all it had to do now was glide on the wide-open wind to safety.


“Let’s get the fuck out of here,” Gwenna hissed, throwing herself into a run toward the door.


She overtook Talal in a few strides, considered taking Qora, then discarded the idea. There were shapes outside, beyond the fire, Greenshirts who had already escaped the blaze, people who would need killing when she came through. She found she was eager to kill someone.


“On me, Annick,” she said, grinding out the words. “We need to clear the exit.”


The sniper matched her pace as they charged past the leach and his unconscious burden. Halfway to the door, however, Annick paused, turned, began backing up slowly, deliberately, loosing arrows into the madness to cover Talal, who labored on a few paces behind. Gwenna charged through, flame licking her face, her hair. After the fires inside, the hot night air of Dombâng felt cool in her lungs; the breeze washed over her like water. It had begun to rain again, though too lightly to put out the fire.


Three Greenshirts stood outside the door, all armed, their faces painted with shock. One thought to extend his spear. Gwenna hacked the head from the weapon and stabbed the man holding it through the throat. She turned to impale a woman with a mane of black hair, then pivoted to trip the archer, broke his knee with one boot, crushed his throat with the other. Annick stepped out through the door just as the third body hit the wet dirt.


“The canal,” Gwenna said, pointing.


Better chances in those winding waterways than on the street, especially at night. They had an unconscious soldier, but Kettral spent half their lives swimming. There would be docks and bridges to hide beneath, boats to steal, dozens of side-canals to slide into . . .


A sharp crack snapped the riot of sound. She turned, dread opening inside her like a rotten flower, to find the wall coming down in a slow avalanche of flame and burning timber, the doorway, the only passage from the Baths to freedom, caving beneath the weight, and Talal still on the other side of it, running, but four or five paces away.


To a farmer tilling his field, four or five paces was nothing, a matter of a few steps. To a merchant hauling her wares it was even less, the very end of a journey that might have taken days or weeks. To a soldier at the end of a long march, a few more paces were barely worth mentioning. To the Kettral, however, four or five paces, like four or five heartbeats, was an entire world. On one side of those steps waited freedom, even triumph. On the other—an ugly, bloody death.


Talal was on the wrong side.


The knowledge was obvious in his eyes, but he didn’t hesitate. Still stumbling forward, he shrugged Qora from his shoulders and, his whole body trembling with the effort, hurled her through the gap. He was strong, stronger than Gwenna, but not that strong. The force that carried her through the door was more than mortal; he’d delved into the arcane power of his well, delved deep, in order to throw her to freedom.


Limbs limp, face slack, eyes rolled back in her head, Qora tumbled clear just as the rest of the wall groaned, folded in on itself, splattered sparks across the night, and collapsed.


Bile rose in the back of Gwenna’s throat. For a moment she felt as though she was going to fall, but there was no time to fall.


She mastered herself, lunged forward, swung Qora up onto her own shoulders. “We go around, come in through the north . . .”


Even as she was saying it, though, she could see the insurgents spilling into the open space at the northern end of the bathhouse—dozens of them, hundreds. She spun to the south to find the same thing. When the hall caught fire, the women and men inside had fled to the most obvious exits.


“If we go around . . .” she began again, but there was no way to go around, not without passing straight through the mob.


Behind her, to the north, someone shouted. A moment later, a flatbow bolt skittered off the flagstones at her feet.


“We have to leave,” said Annick. There was no regret in her voice, no emotion at all.


“I’ll go back,” Gwenna replied. “You get Qora clear, and I’ll go back.”


The enemy was still confused, half-panicked. If she could get past the flatbows she could slide through the mob almost unnoticed, get inside . . .


“Gwenna Sharpe.” The sniper’s blue eyes blazed with the firelight. “You have no right.”


Gwenna stared at her. Annick never spoke like this.


“To fight for our friend?”


“To die before the job is done.”


“I’m not going back there to die . . .”


“Yes, you are. Shit got hard, and you can’t face it, and now you want it to be over.”


Gwenna’s mouth hung open. She tried to object, but found the only word she had was a name:


“Talal—”


“Is a soldier. So are you. This is a hard choice, and you have to make it.”


Grief was a jagged bone lodged in her throat. Anything would be better than this. A knife in the eye would be easier. A sword run through her gut would be easier. But no part of the Kettral oath mentioned anything about easy. She ground her teeth together so hard it felt like they were going to break, shrugged Qora up higher on her shoulders, turned away from the fight, and the fire, and her friends—the one dead, the other doomed—and fled into the night.
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It took the better part of the night to steal a boat and slip out of Dombâng, and every moment of that night Gwenna felt like a woman being ripped in two. Half of her wanted to go back, hack her way into whatever was left of the bathhouse, then start cutting people apart until she found Talal or died. Half of her—the smarter half, the better half, the half that didn’t get her own Wingmates murdered—knew that to return right away would be the worst kind of idiocy.


Jak was dead. The Dawn King was dead. Talal was probably dead. Qora was unconscious, unable to stand or swim, and Annick had only two arrows left. The legions, evidently, had some kind of thing about never leaving men behind. Whole companies had been lost trying to rescue soldiers who were obviously doomed. The Kettral were more ruthless.


Save the ones you can, Hendran wrote. Leave the ones you can’t.


It made a brutal sense, but as she rowed the stolen boat out through the teetering shacks on the edge of the city, then into the labyrinthine waterway of the delta, she wondered how many friends Hendran had abandoned in burning buildings to die.


Annick spent the journey back to the ship standing on the rails at the swallowtail’s bow. Halfway through the night, she killed a twelve-foot croc with one of her remaining arrows. Lucky it was a croc. Everything else in the Shirvian delta was poisonous—the wasps, the spiders, the fucking frogs—and arrows and blades—even Kettral blades—didn’t work all that well against wasps. In the two months since the warship had dropped anchor at the east end of the delta, the Annurians had lost twenty-eight men—some to disease, some to crocs or qirna, some just . . . lost, set out from Dombâng but never returned through the thousand channels to the ship. The Kettral, of course, hadn’t had to deal with those particular dangers. They’d had a bird, until Gwenna lost him.


Not lost, she reminded herself. Slaughtered.


Over and over again, as she rowed through the long night, she saw the Dawn King struggling, screaming, lashing out with his beak, Jak hacking away with his blades, heedless of the flatbow bolt buried in his guts, Talal falling forward, arms outstretched with the effort of hurling Qora through the gap.


She should have been exhausted by the time they reached the ship—she’d spent the night flying, then fighting, then hauling as hard as she could on the oars—but all she felt when Anlatun’s Lion—the three-masted flagship of the rump fleet charged with fomenting sedition in Dombâng—finally loomed up out of the dawn mist was a desperate, physical urgency with no focus or aim, as though her own flesh had turned inward to devour itself.


“We get Qora to the surgeon,” she said, backing water as the boat knocked up against the Lion’s hull, just below the rope ladders. “Get more arrows, more food and water, more explosives, and we go back.”


“It’s daylight,” Annick pointed out, glancing up at the sky.


“Then we’ll toss an anchor just outside the city and hide in the fucking rushes until it gets dark,” Gwenna snarled. “We’re not leaving him there.”


Before the sniper could respond, heads appeared over the rail of the ship—Annurian soldiers with flatbows. The Lion was anchored far enough from Dombâng that none of the city’s fishers or patrols came near it. Still, with twenty-eight dead in two months, no one relaxed, not even on the ship. Frome had a thousand faults, but a lack of caution did not number among them. He had lookouts atop the mast day and night. They would have seen the small boat as it nosed around the last bend, would have recognized what was left of her mop of red hair, but the men staring down at her looked nervous and smelled worse.


“Kettral returning,” she shouted up. “Sharpe and Frencha. We’ve got wounded.”


She shipped the oars, and then, without waiting for the reply, hefted Qora up over her shoulders. The motion ripped away one of the woman’s bandages. Gwenna could feel the blood—hot and slick—soaking into her blacks.


“I can climb,” Qora mumbled.


“You can hold on is what you can do,” Gwenna said as she swung onto the rope ladder. Even with the added weight, it only took a few moments to reach the deck. The soldiers stared, baffled as dogs, as she rolled over the rail. Their confusion made sense—there were supposed to be five Kettral returning, flying in on a massive bird, not two and a half in a stolen boat. Still, the lookouts above should have given them enough warning.


“Point those fucking flatbows somewhere else,” Gwenna snapped. “You.” She stabbed a finger at the nearest man. “Get Qora to the surgeon. You.” Pointing to another. “I need rations and a full med kit in the boat. Throw in some rope while you’re at it—whatever you have that’s light and strong.”


“What happened?” one of the soldiers managed. “Where’s the bird?”


Gwenna ignored the question, partly because there was no time, partly because she couldn’t stomach the answer. Instead, she shoved Qora into his arms—“The surgeon.”—then shouldered her way past, toward the forward hatch.


Her own quarters—a tiny space that she shared with Annick—were on the first deck, all the way up in the ship’s prow. It only took a few moments to scrub the greased soot from her face, change out of her blacks into local dress, hack off a handful of burned hair, check her blades, then strap a new set of munitions around her waist. She was already headed for the door when Annick entered.


“Frome wants an explanation,” the sniper said, filling her quiver as she spoke.


“Frome can fuck himself.”


“Frome is the admiral.”


“I know what his rank is, Annick. He’s going to have to wait. If we want to be in position by nightfall, we need to move now.”


With a little luck, Admiral Frome would stay in his cabin stewing over best practices and protocols, waiting for Gwenna to show her face. With a little more luck, he wouldn’t realize she was off the ship until she and Annick were halfway back to Dombâng. Of course, if she’d given a little more thought to how the day was going, she might have relied a little less on luck.


She reemerged into the sunlight to find the admiral himself advancing across the deck. Two guards flanked him, each carrying a flatbow. The admiral never went anywhere without his guards.


Gwenna had always thought Frome looked more like a slug than an Annurian military commander. He was slack, short, constantly slick with his own sweat. His brown skin had an unhealthy orange tint, and his eyes bulged from his flat face. He was trying, as he lumbered down the deck, to make up for all of this by walking with his chin high, his lip twisted into the start of a sneer, but Gwenna could smell the uncertainty on him, and the resentment that came with that uncertainty.


“Commander Sharpe,” he announced. The man never just said anything. He was always announcing or declaiming or proclaiming. “Where do you believe you are going?”


Gwenna glanced over her shoulder at Annick. “I’ll deal with this,” she murmured. “Get to the boat. Be ready to cast off.”


The sniper nodded, slid away toward the rail as Gwenna turned to face the admiral.


“Dombâng,” she replied.


He frowned. If frowns had been weapons, Frome would have taken back the city months earlier. “According to the sentries, you have only just returned from Dombâng.”


“And I’m going back. I left a soldier there.”


“Where is your bird?”


“Dead.”


The admiral blinked. “Dead?”


Gwenna strangled her own frustration.


“The mission blew up on us. I lost Jak and the Dawn King. Talal might be dead, might be captive. I’m going back to find out.”


“The Kettral is dead?”


“And Talal will be soon.”


“The Emperor, bright be the days of her life . . .” Frome trailed off, licked his lips, picked at the seam of his pants. “The Dawn King,” he continued after a moment, “was Annur’s only remaining Kettral.”


“No fucking shit.”


He stiffened at the words.


“How did you allow this to transpire?”


“Does it matter?”


Frome drew himself up. “Yes. The way in which you lost one of the empire’s most valuable military assets does, in fact, matter.” He gestured to the decking beneath his feet. “If I were to lose Anlatun’s Lion, I would most certainly be called to account.”


“Well, you’re not likely to lose it, are you? Floating out here at anchor while other people do the fighting . . .”


The admiral’s face purpled. It was a stupid crack, but the whole situation was stupid. She wasn’t going to stand there and debate him while the Greenshirts were torturing Talal.


“You will stand down, Commander Sharpe,” Frome said. “You will return to your quarters and write a report of the incident, which you will then present to me before any further steps are taken.”


The filing, compiling, and review of reports seemed to constitute the admiral’s chief military strategy.


Gwenna tried to shave the edges from her rage. “Admiral. I have a man behind enemy lines. Captured.”


“And whose fault is that?” Frome demanded. His nostrils flared.


“Mine, sir. Which is why I’m going to set it right.”


The admiral shook his head. “We can discuss any further action after you file your report. It seems to me, Commander Sharpe, that we have arrived at this pass through too much haste and too little deliberation. These are mistakes I will not allow you to duplicate.”


Gwenna forced herself to take one breath, then another, then a third. It was a disaster, she realized, to be having this conversation on the deck rather than in Frome’s stateroom. The ship was packed with sailors and soldiers. No one had stopped working, but that work had slowed, as though coiling a rope or scrubbing a section of deck had suddenly become precise tasks requiring patience and perfect concentration. Everyone was listening to the confrontation between the admiral and the Kettral commander, and Frome knew they were listening.


“You’re right, sir.” She managed to choke out the words, then swallow the bile that came with them. “You’re absolutely right. And I will compose a report detailing my role in this disaster as soon as I return.”


For a moment she thought he might go for it. He nodded curtly, did something with his lips that on another face might have amounted to a thoughtful frown. Then he glanced over his shoulder, found at least two dozen people within earshot, drew himself up, and shook his head.


“No, Commander Sharpe. I’m afraid not. No. We have reports so that, in the event you do not return, we will know where to send the next team.”


“There is no next team. There is one Kettral Wing on this ship—”


“Is there?” Frome raised his brows. “You lost your bird and two of your soldiers. I don’t see a Kettral Wing in front of me.”


“Things go wrong when you fly missions. It is my job, as the Wing’s commander, to fix those things.”


As though the arrows in Jak’s belly were something that could be fixed. As though the gash opening his neck could be stitched back together. As though the whole night could be put back, blood poured into veins once more, the world unburned, all her mistakes unmade.


Frome shook his head again. “You’re the woman who botched the job in the first place. Why would I send you back?”


“Who else are you going to send?”


He waved a vague hand. “I have people in the city.”


“You have a network of spies, men and women chosen on the basis of accent, hair color, and skin tone to fit in with the local population. None of them have ever performed a prisoner extract.”


The admiral’s jaw was so tight it looked ready to crack. “I will not discuss the matter further, Commander, until I have your report.”


She opened her mouth, then shut it. It wasn’t bad enough she’d lost half her Wing. Now it looked as though, through her own idiocy and impatience, she’d lost the chance to go after the one soldier who was left.


“Sir . . .” she began. Her voice sounded alien in her ears, baffled, pleading. She hated herself for that, but it was just one more drop in an ocean of self-loathing that threatened to drown her. “The space between success and failure will be measured in moments, not days.”


She could feel those moments leaking away, like blood from a wound.


She glanced over her shoulder. Annick was nowhere to be seen, which probably meant she was already in the boat. Gwenna measured the distance to the rail, then looked back at Frome. His men carried flatbows, but they weren’t likely to use them on her. She might be a fuckup, but she wasn’t a traitor.


The admiral made a face that she supposed was meant to look reasonable. “I will send a courier into the city with a message.”


“Not good enough, sir,” she replied. “I’m sorry.”


She brushed past him as he gaped, nodded to the soldiers, crossed the deck in half a dozen strides, vaulted the rail, then dropped into the swallowtail boat below. The craft rocked with the impact. As she’d suspected, Annick was already in the bow, ready to loose the painter. Gwenna lowered herself to the center bench and seized the oars.


It wasn’t until she looked up that she realized the magnitude of her mistake, her latest mistake. Frome stood at the rail, teeth bared, finger stabbing at Gwenna’s face. On either side of him, the guards had leveled their flatbows. They reeked of fear and confusion, but at a distance of three paces, with the high ground and their weapons resting on the ship’s rail, they didn’t need to be Kettral to hit the mark.


“Gwenna Sharpe!” Frome bellowed. “I order you to return to the deck.”


She shook her head. “There’s no time for this.”


The man opened his mouth, froze, found himself with no way to go but forward, and then he said it: “You leave me no choice: for gross dereliction of duty, for insubordination, and for laying hands on an officer, I am relieving you of your post.”


When Gwenna was twelve, she’d been shot in the middle of a training exercise down in the south mangroves. The cadet who shot her had used a chisel head rather than a stunner in his haste, and the arrow had punched into her leg just above the knee. She remembered feeling pressure but no pain, looking down, and then staring for a long time at the shaft of wood protruding from her muscle, at the blood seeping from the wound. She knew that she’d been shot, could see plain as sunlight where her skin parted . . . and yet it didn’t feel real. The whole moment felt like something dreamed, as though she might close her eyes, then open them again to find herself unscathed.


This was like that.


She understood the words, but couldn’t find any way to apply them to herself.


Dereliction of duty . . .


Relieving you of your post . . .


They meant what they meant, but they meant something else as well, something worse. If they were true, then she couldn’t go back to Dombâng, couldn’t find Talal, couldn’t put right even one tiny fragment of what she’d let go so entirely wrong.


And so they couldn’t be true.


Out of the corner of her eye, Gwenna saw Annick drop the painter. The sniper didn’t reach for her bow, but she didn’t need to. Every soldier on the ship had seen her at target practice. Every one of them knew what she was capable of. The men above, the ones at the rail alone, outnumbered Gwenna and Annick four to one. Neither of the Kettral was holding a weapon. And yet the soldiers wore the masks of men expecting to die. They were young, mostly unblooded, far from home in a dangerous place; they’d come to fight traitors and insurgents, not Annur’s most legendary warriors. Someone had pissed his pants. The scent hung, hot and acrid, on the still morning air.


“I order you,” Frome said again, “to stand down.”


He looked ready to hurl himself to the deck of his own ship if she so much as twitched.


“I’m holding oars,” Gwenna replied quietly, nodding to her own hands. “Not swords. We’re on the same side.”


“You will get out of the boat now, or I will order my men to shoot.”


Gwenna took a slow, steady breath. She could smell Annick, the thin vein of the sniper’s anger hammered into that glacial calm. She could smell the terror of the troops, all vinegar and rust. She could smell Frome’s rage and frustration, the too-sweet stench of the delta mud, the green of the reeds, the water slopping against the hull of the small boat.


She could probably escape, she and Annick both. They could go over the rail, swim beneath the ship, disappear into the rushes . . . but where would that leave them? Stranded with the spiders, snakes, crocs, jaguars—no boat, no supplies, a dozen miles deep in the delta, a dozen miles from the sea. The fish alone would likely rip them to ribbons, and even if they survived, it would take days to make their way back to Dombâng, days during which Talal might be tortured, might be killed. She imagined him bound to some table, high priests crowded around him, pressing red-hot steel into his flesh, asking over and over again the questions he refused to answer in anything but screams.


Like a woman in a dream, she raised her hands.


None of it felt real, not the sun on her face or the pain blazing in her shoulder, not Frome’s wary gaze or the hammering of her own heart. For a moment she thought she might finally wake, discover that Talal was all right after all, that they were all all right. But she did not wake.


Slowly, so as not to spook the soldiers above, she stood, climbed the rope ladder, slid over the rail. The need for haste had passed. Frome would want her to grovel, and so she would grovel, but he would make her wait first. He would make sure every sailor and soldier on the ship saw her waiting.


“Bind her,” he said, as she stepped onto the deck.


The men hesitated. Judging from the looks on their faces, he might as well have told them to leap into the delta and start swimming.


“It’s all right,” Gwenna said, putting her wrists together before her.


The words were a lie. Nothing was all right, but this wasn’t a situation she could fight her way out of.


After a long pause, one of the soldiers stepped forward, steel shackles in his hands. Not the fault of the soldiers that they served under Frome.


“I’m not going to hurt anyone,” she said.


Talal’s blood-smeared face filled her memory. Jak’s neck opening beneath the blade . . .


Gwenna looked past the men to the admiral. “Are those really necessary?”


He met her eyes, lifted his chin. “Take her to the brig.”


“I’m sorry, Commander,” the soldier murmured as he clamped the cool steel down around her wrists.


“So am I,” she replied. “So am I.”


The brig wasn’t much to look at, just three tiny chambers deep in the hull. The one into which they’d shoved Gwenna was so small that when she sat with her back against one bulkhead she had to bend her knees. There was no way to stand up or lie down, no way to stretch out. It reminded her of the wooden cages back on the Islands that were used for captivity training. She’d spent a full week in one of those cages once—a week getting rained on and pissed on. Pissing on herself, for that matter. All the cadets had agreed that nothing could be worse than cage week, but what did cadets know? At least you could see the sun from inside the cage. At least you could feel the breeze. At least there were human faces when someone came by to piss on your head. The brig, by contrast, was pitch black, steaming hot, and rank with the twin lingering scents of fear and regret.


Worse, there was nothing to distract her. There was no one to fight, no one to carry, no oars to haul or generals to defy, nothing to do in the darkness but stare into the face of her failure, rehearse again every decision . . . If she’d followed a different search pattern. If she’d been watching for a starshatter. If she’d chosen to infiltrate the Baths on foot. If she’d kept a hand on Jak. If she’d forced Talal out of the Baths first . . . She stared into those other worlds like a starving woman gazing through the open door of an inn she could never enter.


The ship’s bell tolled the watches: morning, noon, dogwatch, night, morning, noon . . .


No one brought water. Her tongue swelled. The wound at her shoulder throbbed hot, then cold. She found herself pressing at it idly, fingering the swollen tissue just to feel the pain, then forced herself to stop. She listened for Annick’s voice, for Frome’s, but caught only fragments of either, nothing she could stitch into any kind of meaning. Her muscles cramped, spasmed, pulled so tight it felt as though they were tearing away from the bone. She imagined Talal’s body being torn apart, shredded slowly by his torturers as they searched for information.


“I’m sorry,” she whispered into the darkness. “Sweet holy Hull, I’m sorry.”


The words felt dead on her tongue, rotten. What was it worth, this sorrow of hers? What did it fix?


Nothing. It was worth nothing. It fixed nothing.


Finally, late on the second day, boots sounded in the passage beyond.


Gwenna tried to sit up taller inside the cramped box.


There was a fumbling with the lock, then a feeble gray light that burned in her eyes. She squinted, turned toward the door. She could make out the shapes of two men, soldiers, maybe the same ones who had escorted her down, and beyond them, stiff-backed in the darkness, Admiral Frome.


She opened her mouth to speak, but her tongue was too cracked to manage the words.


“He’s dead,” Frome said after a long pause. “Your other soldier. The one who was captured.”


He didn’t use Talal’s name.


Gwenna stared at him. Her mind refused the thought. The Dombângans would torture a captured Kettral, but they wouldn’t kill him, not yet, not until they’d wrested every piece of intelligence out of him that they could. They’d keep him alive for days, for weeks . . .


“No,” she managed.


The admiral nodded grimly. “The high priests executed him on the steps of the Shipwreck this morning, just after dawn. A strong man, dark brown skin, shaved head, many scars.”


He studied her, waiting for some kind of reaction. When she didn’t move, he shook his head.


“He’s dead, and it is your fault. This mission is over. We are returning to Annur on the next tide where you will answer to the Emperor herself, bright be the days of her life, for all your heinous mistakes.”


Gwenna didn’t speak. She didn’t move. The door to the brig slammed shut.


Something was moving in her lap. Her own hands, she realized. Now that they had nothing to hold—no swords, no explosives, no wounded comrade—they shook. She stared down at them. Even in the dark of the ship’s brig she could make them out, though she barely recognized them as her own. She was used to thinking of them as strong hands, but they didn’t look strong. Slashed with blood and blackened by fire, trembling in the meager light, they looked like weak, broken creatures, as though they had dragged themselves there all on their own, out of the light, out of the whole wide world to die.
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Please, goddess, Ruc begged, blood streaming down his face, sluicing from his chin, draining onto the bridge even as the hot, driving rain washed it away, help me to love these men.


The men weren’t making it easy.


Two of them held him by the wrists while the third—a bastard the size of a warehouse door—loomed over him, frowning at his own fist.


“Look what you did,” he said finally, pointing to a gash along the back of his knuckles.


Ruc tried to focus, to see past the blood and the haze of pain.


“Look!” screamed one of the others, seizing a handful of his hair, dragging his face up, then shoving it forward, until the fist was so close he could have kissed it.


“Your filthy tooth,” said the leader, “cut my hand.” He cocked his head to the side. “What do you have to say about that?”


“I’m sorry,” Ruc murmured without raising his eyes.


Please Eira, Lady of Love, he pleaded. Help me to be sorry.


There were priests who claimed that the goddess spoke to them daily, but as Ruc hung there, held up by the hands of these men who hated him, he could hear nothing but the rain drumming on the bridge, on the tiled roofs, on the water, rain so loud it nearly drowned out the sound of people passing a few paces away, of oars creaking in their locks in the canal below, of everything but his own breath rasping painfully in his chest as he struggled to breathe.


Too much rain . . .


The man with the cut knuckles had hit him enough times that his thoughts were beginning to drift. He could feel them floating off, but had no tether to lash them down.


Far too much rain . . .


The hot, wet jiangba season should have ended weeks earlier, around the equinox, but aside from one or two breaks, the storms refused to relent. The sun, which should have been blazing in the sky, was little more than a pale, green-gray disk, like a dream of sun. No fire, no substance.


The rain, on the other hand, was all too real. The rain had weight. Not the individual drops, of course, which splattered harmlessly on the bridges and wooden causeways, drained from the baked-clay tiles of the rooftops, stippled Dombâng’s ten thousand canals, but the idea of the rain, countless days of it, crouching over the city, pressing down, down, down, gently but unrelentingly, with a billion implacable fingers until even people who had lived their entire lives in the delta, who had seen forty or fifty or seventy rainy seasons, began to go about stooped, hunched, as though the weather were a weight that they bore on their backs.


The canals churned with debris, flooding the decks and markets. First Island was half-underwater. The bridge into the Weir had collapsed. A block of tenements near the east end of the Heights had been washed away, and after years of silting up, Old Harbor looked almost like a harbor again, the Ring of the Worthy standing incongruously at its center, a giant arena awash in the current. Dombâng had grown so large over the centuries that it was easy to forget that the whole place—all the apparatus of bridges and docks and causeways—was built on mudflats and sandbars, but as Ruc struggled to hold on to his thoughts a vision filled him, a vision of Dombâng sinking, all the tiled roofs, each with its carved wooden guardians, sliding beneath the flood until there was nothing left of the ancient city but the wind over the waters.


If only that rain had stopped the fire . . .


If the rain had stopped the fire, then the Purple Baths wouldn’t have burned. If the Baths hadn’t burned, there would have been no riots. If there had been no riots, then the man screaming in his face might have passed him by . . .


“Hey.” A quick slap dragged him back to the present. “I’m not finished talking to you, mud sucker. Did I say I was finished talking to you?”


With an effort, Ruc focused on the man’s face, watched the black-red heat of slow-building anger baking beneath his features.


“He asked you a question!” screamed one of the others, shaking Ruc by the hair.


“No,” Ruc managed. “We’re not done talking.”


On the other side, the third man remained silent—he hadn’t spoken a word since the attack began—but his hands were a vise around Ruc’s wrist, and he followed the unfolding violence with disquietingly eager eyes.


Striker, Screamer, and Silence. A grim triumvirate.


“What do you have to say,” asked Striker patiently, displaying his bloody knuckles once more, “about what you’ve done to my fist?”


Ruc struggled to frame a reasonable reply.


“I’m sorry for your fist,” he said.


Striker nodded, as though he’d expected the repentance, as though it were only appropriate. Then he frowned again.


“I’m not worried about the scratch,” he said with a shrug. “I see worse every day.” He stared down at his hands, which were stitched with scar. “What I’m concerned about is disease. I hear you mud suckers carry all kinds of diseases.”


Screamer leaned in close. “I hear they can’t even speak right. Got their own mud sucker babble: la tra. Chi cho cha.” He laughed a high, giddy laugh at his own mockery. Then he narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “How in the Three’s names did you learn to speak so good?”


“I’m not Vuo Ton,” Ruc replied. “I live here, in the city.”


“Well, I know that’s a lie,” Striker responded, shaking his head.


He hooked a finger, then almost delicately drew back the cuff of Ruc’s sodden robe, revealing the tattoos streaking his arm. “Only mud suckers got this crazy ink.”


For most of Ruc’s life, that ink—slashes of black lines slender as young reeds—had spared him interactions like this. For centuries, the people of Dombâng had held the Vuo Ton in a kind of wary awe. While most of the city’s citizens didn’t dare set foot into the delta surrounding Dombâng, the Vuo Ton lived their entire lives in that deadly labyrinth of reeds and shifting channels, making their home among the jaguars and crocs, the schools of qirna, nests of snakes that could fell a man with a single bite, webs of spiders that laid eggs in the warm flesh of the living. The delta was an easy place to die; city folk gave a wide berth to anyone who managed to survive out there.


They had, at least, before the revolution.


One of the consequences of Dombâng’s blood-soaked bid for independence was this hatred. Anything different, anything strange, the wrong shade of skin, the wrong texture of hair, the wrong accent . . . any of it could see a person beaten, or worse. It had been easy to understand that feeling when it was directed toward the Annurians—after two centuries of occupation, most of Dombâng’s population was glad to be rid of the imperial yoke and fiercely jealous of their newfound freedom. That righteous hatred, however, like a river after too many weeks of rain, had strained at its banks, gnawed away at the old levees of human sympathy, until finally the shores burst. When most of the Annurians were finally killed, or driven from the city, or forced into hiding, Dombâng turned on the small Antheran community, then on the Manjari, demanding of each in turn a submission every bit as abject as that to which Dombâng itself had been subjected.


After the worst of the purges, the violence had gradually subsided. People were still murdered, boats were still scuttled, homes were still burned to the waterline for no graver sin than their owners having the wrong eyes or name, but mostly it was possible to move around the city unmolested. Had been, anyway, before someone decided to burn the Purple Baths.


The attack had brought back all the city’s savagery in the space of a single night, and this time, it seemed, even the Vuo Ton were not exempt.


Not that he was Vuo Ton.


“I was raised in the delta,” he said, “but I chose to live here, in the city.”


Screamer glanced at Striker, obviously confused. Vuo Ton never abandoned the delta. The Given Land was as much a part of them as their worship of the Three.


Striker, however, just spat. “Sure. To get close. To blend in. To burn down our buildings when we’re asleep.”


Most rumor pinned the attack on the Annurians, but the men weren’t in the mood to discriminate. Vuo Ton or Annur, someone had been bold enough to attack, and Ruc was the person they’d found.


Striker spat again, this time in Ruc’s face, then slammed a fist into his gut.


Ruc almost choked on the pain. After a moment, he managed an unsteady breath, then one more, then opened his eyes, made himself look at the son of a bitch who had hit him, really look.


Please, goddess, he prayed, help me to see the man behind the monster.


They were log drivers—that much was obvious from the tools they’d set aside when the beating began: pike pole, cant hook, a pair of ring dogs. Dangerous work in the best of times, and the height of a too-long rainy season was hardly the best of times. Dombâng relied on lumber felled upstream, well above the delta, then driven down the Shirvian. Without it there could be no boats, no buildings, no bridges, no city at all. Which meant the log drives never stopped, not even for the rain. Men and women died on nearly every drive, caught between the logs and crushed, driven under the surface, held down by the weight of wood until their breath gave out. Sometimes the bodies washed up in the city. More often they were lost, devoured by the millions of things with teeth that lived out in the delta.


Ruc studied Striker’s face, tried to look past the violence and rage.


Despite the early hour, the man reeked of quey—they all did. They’d obviously been at it all morning . . .


And then at last, with a flick of her infinite fingers, the goddess opened Ruc’s eyes.


“I’m sorry,” he said quietly, “for the loss of your friends.”


The truth of his guess was clear in Striker’s narrowing gaze, in the tightening of Silence’s grip, in the way Screamer, who the whole time had been leaning so close Ruc could smell the quey and sweet-reed mingled on his breath, yanked suddenly back, as though struck.


Understanding is the gateway to love—so ran the Fourth Teaching of Eira—and in that moment Ruc understood a little more of their anger.


“What do you know about our friends?” Striker demanded after a pause.


“Nothing,” Ruc replied. Every word hurt, but pain was better than the alternative.


Love shuns the easy path, he reminded himself. She walks on daggers and sleeps on coals. Her strength lies in her surrender. It had taken him a long time to learn to surrender. Sometimes, as now, he was frightened he had not learned it fully enough.


“I don’t know anything about them,” he went on, forcing aside his thoughts, “except that they were probably soldiers, and they died defending the Purple Baths, defending Dombâng. The city owes them a debt. We all owe them a debt.”


For just a moment he caught a glimpse of the world as it must look to them. While the merchants and priests, shipwrights and seamstresses lived safe behind their wooden walls, the log drivers and fishers and soldiers risked everything to keep the city alive. Risked anything and, if the reports of the violence at the Baths were to be believed, sometimes lost everything.


Never mind that no one inside Dombâng was safe. Never mind that ever since the revolution those shipwrights and seamstresses could be tied to a bridge piling and left for dead if their neighbors heard them whispering the wrong words, uttering the wrong prayers, questioning the wrong priests. Never mind that even now, years after the execution of the last Annurian legionary, people were still dragged from their homes in the middle of the night, hauled into the delta, and abandoned to the beasts—a barkeep maybe, who had once served Annurians with a little too much friendliness; someone who had unwisely taken a soldier as a lover . . .


Never mind all of that, Ruc told himself. You cannot hate a person after you see with their eyes.


Dombângan soldiers had died the night before, died by the score. Maybe childhood friends of the drivers. Maybe lovers. Not just that, but the drivers themselves probably wouldn’t live another five years. Running timber down the Shirvian was brutal work. The men beating him bloody would probably find their ends out there—pinned between logs, drowned, shot by Annurian snipers on the bank, bitten by snakes—this season, or the next, or the one after that. The knowledge was built into their bones. Hitting him, hurting him, was a way to remind themselves that they were still alive. Ruc understood better than he cared to admit the fierce vitality burning inside every act of violence.


“A debt,” Striker mused, leaning back on his heels.


Ruc nodded. “A debt I can never fully repay, but let me offer this.” He nodded weakly toward his sodden clothes. “In the pocket of my noc are a few silvers. Take them with my gratitude. Drink a toast for me to your brave, fallen friends.”


Not that they looked like they needed more drinks, but it wasn’t the role of a priest of Eira to teach another man his needs.


While Striker watched, impassive, Screamer rummaged for the coins. He held them up to the waxy light with a gap-toothed grin.


“Worth a couple bottles, at least.”


Ruc could feel the grip on his wrist loosening, and for a moment he dared to hope that that would be the end of it. The men would take the coin, find a tavern, leave him bleeding on the bridge. The beating would be finished. Love would have triumphed over the other, darker thing brewing inside of him, the urge to take them apart limb by bloody limb . . .


Please, goddess, he murmured. Let my love for these men shine in my eyes. Let them see it, feel it, and go.


If love, however, had always triumphed over fear and hatred and despair, there would have been no need for other gods.


“Just a couple coins here,” Striker said, swiping the money from Screamer’s grip. “You saying the lives of Tall Truc and Pickles were worth no more than a few lousy silvers?”


The glittering silver looked like fish scales in the rain. He tossed it contemptuously over the railing of the bridge.


Screamer frowned, obviously confused.


“If I had more,” Ruc replied honestly, “I would have given you more.”


Striker shook his head. “All the silver in Basc wouldn’t make up for those two.”


The man’s face didn’t change, or his stance, but he was hotter suddenly, even hotter than before. Ruc could see the heat—if seeing was the right word for the way he perceived that red-black burning—baking from his chest, head, skin, until it was a wonder the raindrops didn’t sizzle when they struck the man. The goddess of love had given Ruc many gifts, but this ability to see heat came from another, darker, older place. On a cloudy, moonless night, he could track bats by their reddish shapes, watch the dull burning of the rats scavenging in the trash behind the temple, follow the feral cats slinking along the rooftops. In a building with thin walls, he could make out the vague forms of people in other rooms. It was not made for love, this redsight of his, but for hunting, stalking, killing.


As Striker burned, Ruc felt an answering heat rise inside himself, an eagerness, a hunger for violence.


The man drove a fist into his stomach.


Ruc doubled over, tried to cough, but Screamer ripped his head backward.


“You think you can pay for the lives of our friends?” he howled, spittle splattering Ruc’s face.


Silence leaned in close, eyes wide as his smile, then shook his head slowly.


He and Screamer still held Ruc by the wrists, but their bodies had shifted. If Ruc dropped to a knee and twisted, he could free his right hand, turn, catch Screamer beneath the elbow, break his arm, throw him . . .


No, he growled to himself. Love does not trade in equal coin. He tried desperately to force down the instinct. Not hurt for hurt, or rage for rage.


Please, goddess, he pleaded, closing his eyes against the sight of the log drivers.


In that darkness, however, it wasn’t Eira that he found but another goddess entirely, one who had nothing to do with love. She stared at him with her golden eyes, silent as the sun. His whole life, Ruc had never heard her speak, but she didn’t need to speak. He could read that unwavering gaze.


These are weak creatures, she said. Stand, and snuff out their lives.


Fists rained down on him, pummeling his head, shoulders, ribs.


I did not raise you, those eyes went on, to cower among the meek beasts of the world.


Knuckles slammed into his chin, split the inside of his lip. Blood welled in his mouth. The taste made him hungry.


You are a hunter, she insisted. A predator.


A vision washed over him that was not a vision but a memory—of racing naked through the rushes, a spear in his hand, running down a jaguar, leaping on the wounded animal, driving the point in at the neck, feeling the hot blood wash over his hands . . .


He shook his head weakly.


No. I am a priest of Eira.


She bared her teeth. These three will kill you.


Then they will kill me, he replied. Love is not love that answers only to its own voice.


She watched him a moment longer, lip twisted in disgust, then turned away.


He opened his eyes. Rain and blood smeared his sight, but he could see the people of Dombâng passing back and forth over the bridge just a few paces away, all of them bent to their business against the storm, all of them ignoring the three drivers and the battered man hanging from their grip. In Dombâng, blindness was a shield. To see the violence was to risk being swept up in it.


Ruc wondered if the drivers would kill him. It was slow work, beating a man to death with nothing more than your fists, and they weren’t attacking the most lethal spots—the throat, the eyes, the center of the chest. Still, he could feel his ribs flexing beneath every blow. If they kept hitting him, one of those ribs would break, then another, then another. Eventually the jagged edges would lacerate something inside of him—his lungs or liver, maybe—and he would die.


Better, though, to die like a man, than to survive like some mindless beast.


Thank you, Eira, he murmured as Striker sank another blow into his guts. Thank you, goddess. Thank you for this patience.


The goddess, as usual, did not respond.


From out of the throng crossing the bridge, however, another voice rose, high and bright and angry, a voice he knew even better than his own.


“Stop it!”


Ruc’s stomach sickened.


“Stop right now.”


Striding out of the crowd came Bien Qui Nai, priestess of Eira, black hair lacquered to her head by the rain, face streaming, vest drenched, one bare arm extended, as though she could pull Ruc free of the danger with her outstretched hand. No doubt she’d left the temple that morning with a waxed parasol. No doubt she’d seen someone—an orphan, or a beggar, or some old drunk down on his luck—and given it away. She’d spent a lifetime giving things away.


Don’t, he tried to say, but the word came out as a mouthful of half-clotted blood.


Screamer narrowed his eyes. Striker paused in his abuse, then turned slowly.


“Let him go,” Bien said, shouldering Striker out of the way, then seizing Ruc by the arm, trying to wrest him from Screamer’s grip.


She was a full head shorter than the shortest of the men. Striker could have lifted her by the waist and tossed her over the railing into the current below, but for a moment the men just stared. Shock could do that. Ruc had watched mud rats freeze, transfixed by the sight of a snake slithering out from between the rushes. Unfortunately, the divers weren’t mud rats, and Bien was no venomous snake.


“It’s all right,” Ruc managed weakly.


Bien shook her head. “No it is not.”


“They lost friends . . .”


“And that gives them the right to seize an innocent man? To beat him unconscious?”


“I’m not unconscious.”


Or innocent, he added silently.


Shaking off his surprise at last, Striker took Bien by a shoulder, turned her to face him.


“What’s he to you?”


“He is a human being,” Bien declared, her voice trembling with outrage.


Ruc couldn’t tell if she left out the rest of it—We share a temple, a god, a past, sometimes a bed—because it was no business of the drivers’, or because she understood that her love for him would only spur them to greater brutality.


Striker laughed. “This is Dombâng. The main thing human beings do in Dombâng is die.”


“If he dies, it will be because you killed him.”


“So what if we kill him?” Screamer sneered. “The Three will welcome the sacrifice.”


Ruc pictured the gods of the delta plucking him from the current, laying his waterlogged body on the mudflats. It was hard to imagine them feeling anything but disgust. Disgust at his unbloodied knuckles, at the lack of flesh clenched between his teeth, at the absence of any sign of struggle, at the obvious fact that he had not fought back.


Bien shook her head. “This is not sacrifice.”


“Why not?” Striker asked, his voice suddenly, dangerously quiet.


“What do the gods want with a washed-up corpse?”


“When I was a child,” Striker replied, “my father saved his coin for years. Ten years? Twelve? Fifteen? I don’t know. He’d been saving since before I was born, skimping on food, wearing the same clothes that were more holes than cloth, and you know why?”


Ruc could guess. All stories had the same ending if you followed them long enough.


“It was so that he could buy a slave,” the man continued. “A pale-skinned Annurian boy of fourteen or fifteen. For the price of that slave my father could have rented us new rooms. He could have sent me and my brother to the Annurian school down by the Pot. He could have purchased medicine for the lung rot that was killing my mother, but he didn’t. He bought the slave, and then he borrowed a boat, took the slave out into the delta, slit his throat, and rolled him over into the water.


“‘The Three will bless us now,’ he said. It was the only time in my life I ever saw him smile.


“‘This is a great offering,’ he said.


“He spent his fortune to make that sacrifice. Risked being caught and hanged by our Annurian oppressors in order to make that sacrifice.” Striker cocked his head to the side, studied Bien through slitted eyes. “Are you saying the gods didn’t want it? Are you calling my father a fool?”


“Where is he now?” Ruc asked from between split lips. “Your father?”


Striker shifted his gaze from Bien. “Dead. Crushed on a drive.”


“It doesn’t sound as though the gods heard his prayers,” Bien snapped.


“Maybe that’s because,” Striker replied, taking her by the throat, “my father didn’t sacrifice enough.”


Ruc felt his own throat tighten as he watched.


His own beating he could endure. Perhaps even his own death, if that was what Eira required. He would not, however, remain kneeling while the men killed Bien. Not even for the goddess of love.


“There’s no need . . .” he began quietly.


Screamer cuffed him over the head, but the man looked troubled.


“I don’t reckon we’ve got to beat the girl,” he said, then jerked Ruc by the tattooed wrist. “This one’s a mud sucker, but she’s just . . .”


“She is just defending the mud sucker,” Striker replied grimly. “Defending him while she mocks my father.”


Bien struggled to reply, but the driver had her too tightly by the throat. She managed to drag in half a gasping breath as her brown skin darkened to a sick purple.


“Please don’t do that,” Ruc murmured. “Like your friend said—she has nothing to do with this.”


“She does now.” Striker waved a hand at the bridge. “How many people have walked by while we’ve been here?”


Ruc didn’t reply. Screamer was distracted. His grip on Ruc’s wrist had loosened. Just behind him, leaning against the railing of the bridge, were the pair of steel ring dogs he’d been carrying, each the length of Ruc’s forearm, each ending in a vicious hook. A driver could plunge those hooks a hand deep into green timber. It wasn’t hard to imagine what they’d do buried in someone’s eye. Not hard at all to imagine the puncture and twist, the spray of hot blood, the dying spasm, then the weight as the body dropped.


And Ruc could do one better than imagining it. He could remember . . .


“Hundreds of people,” Striker went on, answering his own question. “Hundreds have walked by, without a single one sticking their nose in our business.”


Bien’s eyes bulged. Her lips were beginning to swell. She reached out to paw weakly at Striker’s arm, then let her hands fall. She was still conscious, but not for much longer.


Ruc felt old instincts uncoiling inside him, so many snakes stirring after years of hibernation. According to Eira’s teachings, he should meet even this violence with compassion and understanding. He could plead for Bien’s life, but the faith forbade him raising a hand to save it. Priests had been martyred because they refused to fight back against their attackers. Their forbearance was praised in the commentaries on the Teachings:


Hudebraith understood, as few have understood, that it is a simple thing to love a person who treats you with love. He went further. Even as the Urghul slaughtered his children, he absolved them. As they drove the spikes into his hands, he blessed them. When they leaned close to spit in his face, he inclined his head to kiss them. As they hoisted him above the cold steppe to die, he murmured a prayer for them with his final breath.


The thing was, Hudebraith had been a far better priest than Ruc Lakatur Lan Lac.


He took a breath of his own, dragging it down deep into his battered chest, testing the damage. Pain blazed through his flesh, but beneath the pain, waiting patiently for his command, lay all the old strength and rage. He remembered this feeling well, the stillness before the act, the way he could almost taste what was about to come.


Bien’s watering eyes met his, widened slightly. Her lips twitched, but she had no breath left to plead for the lives of the log drivers.


Ruc felt himself smiling, lips twisting back from his blood-smeared teeth.


Sometimes a man needed to be the answer to his own prayers.


Forgive me, goddess, he murmured silently.


Just as he was about to surge to his feet, however, a clamor erupted in the crowd beyond. The people who had been scuttling back and forth across the bridge with quick steps and downcast eyes had begun to slow and cry out. For a moment, Ruc thought someone had noticed them after all, that the citizens of the city, for once in their lives, had caught sight of the unfolding violence and decided not to pass by. Then he realized that no one was pointing in his direction after all, no one was peeling off from the crowd to stop the man who held Bien’s neck in his fist. Instead, they were gesturing toward something else, a figure barely glimpsed through the shifting bodies and sheets of rain.


Ruc caught snatches of conversation:


. . . A foreigner . . .


. . . Pale as milk . . .


. . . Annurian . . .


. . . Offer him to the gods . . .


Silence narrowed his eyes.


Striker frowned, turned to study the gathering crowd, chewed on the inside of his cheek a moment, then, with a gesture so casual it was hard to believe a life had hung in the balance, tossed Bien aside.


Her legs folded beneath her. She sprawled out across the deck like a bundle of wet rags, choking on air like a fish dragged from the current.


“What’s going on?” Screamer demanded, craning his neck to see over the throng.


“Something interesting, sounds like,” Striker replied. “Maybe some Annurian scum hooked from the water.”


Screamer nodded to Ruc. “What about him?”


Striker sucked at something stuck in his teeth, cocked his head to the side, then slammed a final fist into Ruc’s gut.


“He’s nothing,” the man said as Ruc doubled over, puking blood onto the bridge. “Just a filthy mud sucker without any fight in him. Let’s go.”


And just like that, it was over.


The log drivers hefted their tools and strode off into the crowd, leaving Ruc and Bien huddled at the edge of the bridge. Ten years ago, he might have been surprised. It might have seemed strange that men could forget their murderous intent in the space of a few breaths, distracted by the sight of a crowd and a fragment of chatter. The revolution, however, had been a lesson in the caprice of human violence. Unlike a jaguar, which would stalk its prey until the kill was made or lost, people followed less steady instincts. A man who drew his knife over some imaginary slight might kill with it, or he might not. There were a thousand channels leading to slaughter, and a thousand channels leading away, and as far as Ruc could tell, people floated them at the mercy of currents they barely understood. A creature that killed without reason could forget that killing just as easily.


As the three men disappeared, Ruc felt a quick twist of regret. The ache in his chest was not just pain, but loss. A part of him had wanted to fight, to open up those sons of bitches from throat to gut, to see their insides spilled across the bridge, roped intestines glistening . . .


He forced the thought savagely aside.


“I am a priest of Eira,” he growled to himself, “not a beast of the delta.”


Despite the heat he poured into the words, they felt fickle on his tongue, false.


If there is no love in your heart, make it with your hands.


He crossed painfully to Bien, took her head in those hands, shifted her gently so that she leaned against him. He felt the warmth of her soak into him with the blood and the rain.


“They,” she said, her voice ragged, “were such assholes.”


He coughed up a chuckle.


“They were just men.”


“What did they want?”


He shook his head. What did men ever want?


“You are also an asshole,” she added, glaring at him as her strength returned.


“Because I got hit?”


“Because you didn’t run.”


He smiled down into her face. “I was practicing loving my enemies.”


“An asshole and an idiot.”


He shook his head again. “I prayed to the goddess. She sent you.”


Bien reached up, took him by the back of the neck, drew his face down to hers, kissed him softly on the lips.


“Truly,” he murmured, “the Lady of Love is great.”


“We should go back to the temple,” she replied, pushing him away at last, rising unsteadily to her feet. “Have someone tend to your wounds.”


She touched his split brow, frowned.


“They’ll heal.” He gestured toward the crowd gathered at the top of the bridge. “I want to see what’s happening.”


Bien took an unsteady breath. “It’s not safe to be out today. After the Baths . . . things are dangerous.”


“It’s Dombâng.”


She hesitated, then nodded.


Ruc was tall, almost a full head taller than most of the people, but he couldn’t see much except heads and parasols as he approached the top of the bridge. Two or three hundred people had gathered, but judging from the muttered questions of those around him, most had been drawn in by the simple fact of the crowd itself.


“It’s a sympathizer,” crowed an old woman to his right. “He helped the imperial bastards attack!”


She was half Ruc’s size, couldn’t have seen much more than backs and asses, but she waggled an authoritative finger toward the mob. “No end to those rats. Yesterday they hung one from Thum’s Bridge.” She cackled. “Heard he danced half the morning before quieting down.”


Ruc ignored her, threaded his way forward, Bien half a step behind. Finally, near the crown of the bridge, the crowd ended abruptly, as though someone had drawn a line across the decking that no one dared to cross.


On the other side of that line a man had leapt up onto the wide railing. Not Dombângan—that much was obvious at a glance. His skin was far too pale, and his eyes, and his hair, which was brown rather than black, and hung in luxurious waves down his back. He might have been Annurian—the empire counted pale-skinned people among its citizens—but he wasn’t a soldier.


An Annurian soldier would have been fighting or cringing or trying to flee; this man stood atop the railing as though he owned it, face split with a smile, arms spread to welcome the crowd. A soldier would have been armed, but the figure at the center of the crowd had no weapons. He was in fact, entirely naked, lean muscles slick with the rain . . .


No, Ruc realized, not entirely naked.


He wore something around his throat, a wide collar cinched tight, the kind of thing a rich woman might purchase for her dog. This man, however, didn’t bear himself like a creature collared or kept. If anything, he gazed out over the assembled crowd, the men and women who would in all likelihood tear him apart, as though they in some obscure way already belonged to him.
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Having achieved his perch above the rushing water, the pale-skinned foreigner spread his arms, fixed his gaze on the crowd, then said nothing, as though his naked, well-muscled presence were the only message necessary.


People in Dombâng were used to seeing human skin. Bathing was a daily ritual almost as important as eating. Public bathhouses dotted the city. Kids swam naked in the canals, and fishers thought nothing about stripping their clothes after a day’s labor, then scrubbing clean in the current. From any deck or dock at almost any time of day, you could probably find someone in some state of undress, and yet there was something different about this man, something flagrant. He wore his nakedness like a statement, a challenge.


“Oh my . . .” Bien murmured as she ran her gaze over his body.


“Love of the flesh is a shallow love . . .” Ruc said, quoting from the Fifth Teaching.


She glanced over at him. “Remind me of that the next time you come scratching at my door.” When she turned back to the foreigner, however, her face darkened. “People aren’t going to put up with him standing there for long.”


It was true.


For the moment, the crowd didn’t move beyond gawking and muttering. The sight was so strange, so incongruous, so unexpected, that the man had, for the moment, failed to ignite the distrust and rage of the people staring at him. He might have been some exotic animal—a bear, or a moose—rather than a human being. The fact that he was naked and silent only reinforced the impression, but he did not remain silent for long.


Even as Ruc studied him, the morning gongs began tolling through the city, first just one bronze, then ten, then hundreds, until the sodden air shook with the sound. It drowned out the rain on the bridge, the surging of the current below, the voices of the individuals in the crowd. The stranger tilted back his head as though he were basking in the noise. The thick rope looped around his neck seemed to twitch, as though it were alive. Then, when the sky finally shivered itself still, he began to speak.


“Hail, people of Dombâng.”


“Hail?” Ruc shook his head. “Who says hail?”


“Dead men in books,” Bien replied.


“And evidently the people wherever he comes from.”


She frowned. “What accent is that?”


Again, Ruc shook his head. The words were clear enough, but the syllables drained strangely from one into the next, as though poured from vessel to vessel.


“Hail,” the man continued, “my brethren in faith! Hail, tenders of the ancient flame!”


He smiled as he spoke, ran his gaze over the crowd with the ease of a speaker confident of his reception.


“Hail, worshippers of the Three!”


An uneasy ripple ran through the crowd. Dombâng had rebelled against imperial control just five years earlier over that exact worship. In most corners of the empire, Annur allowed the local religious traditions, even encouraged them. At least that was what the sailors had insisted, when sailors were still welcome in the city. Ruc had never set foot outside of the delta, but those men talked about shrines on Basc to the twin gods of storm, idols carved into the stone of the Broken Bay, temples grown from living trees near the mouth of the Baivel River where villagers laid offerings to the spirits of the wood. They weren’t Annurian gods, these forest spirits and stone idols, but the empire tolerated them. Legionaries didn’t smash the statues and burn the shrines. They didn’t hang people for murmuring the sacred names.


“Why,” Ruc had asked a priest once—a priest of Eira—when he was younger and dumber, still just a child struggling to stitch together a world that seemed broken into opposing halves, “do the Annurians let the Bascans have their gods, and the Breatans, and the Raaltans, but not the people of Dombâng? Why do they hate the Three?”


“Because,” the man said, setting a kindly hand on his shoulder, “to worship the Three, one must become a murderer.”


That single sentence, offered so casually, had been a cold knife sliding through Ruc’s guts.


It only confirmed what he knew already, but the protest rose in him anyway, like some kind of reflex.


“It’s not murder. It’s sacrifice.”


“There is nothing sacred,” the priest replied gravely, “in dragging the sick or orphaned or drunk into the delta and leaving them to die.”


“That has nothing to do with the Three. The Three don’t want sick people or kids. They want warriors to hunt, to fight.”


The priest shook his head, regarded Ruc with sad eyes. “You were too long among the Vuo Ton, my child. Their faith, like the old faith of this city, is no faith at all, but hatred, violence, blood. Moreover, all of it is based on a lie. The Three are not real. Kem Anh, Sinn, Hang Loc—they’re just names people gave a long time ago to the worst sides of themselves, the ugly parts, their desire to hurt, to humiliate, to murder.”


You’re wrong, Ruc wanted to say. They’re not just names, and they’re not ugly. They’re so beautiful that it hurts to look at them.


But if he said that, the priest might ask more, might ask how he was so certain, and Ruc had no words to frame the answers. All he had were his memories, hundreds of them, thousands, of Kem Anh’s golden eyes as she held him at her breast; of Hang Loc cracking a snake’s skull, peeling back the scales, plucking out the tenderest portion—the eyes—then popping them one by one into Ruc’s tiny, eager mouth; of the two of them kneeling in the soft mud to plant river violets in the skulls; of the rise and fall of their bodies as he slept between them, warmed by the heat of their flesh.


You’re wrong, he wanted to say.


But, of course, the priest was not wrong. Alongside the memories of flowers and warmth and light stalked the other memories, the indelible visions of the things those gods had done, that they had taught him to do, that drove him from the delta in the first place. He felt his face hot with sunlight and splattered blood, his fingers tight around the knife . . .


“It is love that makes us human, son,” the priest said.


And Ruc, child of the city and the delta both, had doubted those words almost as much as he believed them.


The priest died a few years after that conversation, which was probably lucky for him. The revolution turned the old world on its head. What had been profane for two hundred years became sacred once more, while the sacred became unsayable. If the priest had lived, if he had dared to spread his message in the streets of Dombâng after the overthrow of the empire, he would have been torn to pieces by an angry mob for his blasphemy, emissary of love or not. Eira’s temple and her priests had weathered the uprising and its aftermath in large part by avoiding all talk of Annur, of the larger pantheon of Annurian gods, and of the Three. It was a wise strategy for any foreigner who had survived the purges and wanted to keep surviving.


Evidently no one had informed the naked man atop the bridge.


“Dombâng alone,” he continued, “among all the cities of this land, remembers something of the old ways, the ways of tooth and fist, flower and bone.”


That earned him a little wary applause. It was a tricky situation. No one wanted to be seen supporting a foreigner, but, on the other hand, this particular foreigner seemed to be praising both the Three and the virtue of those who worshipped them. It could be wise to support such a declaration, to be seen supporting it. Even as they stared, however, most of the people in the crowd slid expressions of neutral disinterest down over their faces like masks. The high priests of the city had spies on every street, and even if they hadn’t, the revolution taught one lesson above all others: your neighbors are always watching.


“Dombâng alone remembers the rhythms of the land and the truth of the testing. It is here still, if only faintly.”


Bien shook her head. “Don’t say faintly,” she murmured.


“Probably don’t say anything,” Ruc added.


“I, Valaka Jarva, rashkta-bhura of the hoti of the armorers, beloved of the Lord and proud bearer of his axoch”—here he touched with two fingers the strange collar circling his throat—“am come before you with a greeting, a reminder, and a warning.” He spread his arms as though inviting the whole of Dombâng into his embrace. “The greeting is this: hail. Hail from he who holds us in his fist, who dreams the world into being. Hail from the First, your once and future Lord.”


Mutters and questions rippled through the crowd. The man spoke clearly enough, but half the words were nonsense. Rashkta-bhura? Axoch?


“What,” someone demanded finally, “is a hoti?”


The man’s smile grew.


“I was told you had forgotten, and so my reminder: you have lived before, people of Dombâng. You have lived and lost a thousand thousand lives. You have lived and you have forgotten, but the Lord will open your minds. He will fill you with the truth of what you have been and what you will be, and when you see, you people of Dombâng, you keepers of the old ways, you will join us in serving his great and holy purpose.”


The mutters rose to growls of displeasure.


More voices and louder sprouted from the mob, like traitor’s heart flowers after a hard rain.


“Fuck your great and noble truth.”


“. . . Annurian pig . . .”


“Dombâng bows before none but the Three!”


The messenger—Valaka Jarva—nodded as though he had expected this outburst, as though all the men and women gathered on the bridge were children bent on some small folly. He raised a hand.


“The Three are worthy of your worship, but they are not all. The Lord is of the Three and also above them, beyond them. It is for this that he is called the First. Your gods are to him as the moon beside the sun. He is coming, people of Dombâng, and you will see that he is like to those that you revere, but stronger, faster, wiser, more.”


Bien took Ruc by the elbow. “We need to get him out of here.”


Ruc glanced down at her. “How do you plan to do that?”


“I don’t know,” she replied, shoving her way forward through the press of the crowd, “but he’s about ten sentences away from having his tongue nailed to that railing.”


All things considered, ending up with a nail through the tongue seemed like an optimistic outcome for the messenger. Ruc had seen men and women flayed during the Annurian purges, lashed to bridge pilings and left for the floods, cut into dozens of pieces and used as chum for the croc hunters. Things could go a lot worse than losing a tongue. They could, and, judging from the shifting temper of the crowd, they were about to.


Ruc and Bien weren’t the only people pushing toward the railing. The human bodies on the bridge might all have been part of one great snake, twisting tighter and tighter around its quarry. The only reason the idiot was still up there at all was that, despite the mounting outrage, no one had yet gathered the courage to strike the first blow. The restraint of the mob would last until it didn’t. When it collapsed, it would collapse utterly.


“Move,” Bien shouted as she shoved her way forward. “Get out of the way.”


A short, wiry man—a fisher, judging from his clothes—shot her an irritated glance. “Wait your turn. We all want a piece of the bastard.”


Not all of us, Ruc thought grimly, lifting the fisher as gently as he could, wincing at the pain in his ribs, then setting him aside.


“Hey!” Bien shouted when she was just a few paces away. “Hey!”


She waved her hands over her head.


Valaka Jarva turned, met her gaze, nodded to her as though she were some petitioner come to beg a favor. He seemed oblivious to the fury burning through the crowd, as though his own violent demise were a possibility he’d never bothered considering.


“Get down,” Bien shouted, pointing toward the bridge. “They’re going to kill you.”


Ruc stifled a curse, took Bien by the shoulder. “There’s no way to do this,” he said, careful to keep his voice low. “It’s too late. You’ve already saved one idiot today.”


She shoved his hand away. “Love the meek . . .”


“He’s not all that fucking meek. He’s been standing naked on a railing shouting at anyone who will listen that he serves the world’s greatest and most holy purpose.”


“Love those on whom the world heaps hatred, the outcast and the shunned . . .”


“Shunning is a colossal understatement for what these people are about to do to him. And to you, too, if you’re helping him when they take him down.”


He’d almost seen her killed once that morning. He wasn’t ready to see it again.


The bridge shook beneath the weight of the stamping feet. Hundreds of angry voices carved their fury on the stormy sky. A forest of raised fists had grown up around Ruc and Bien, all clenched to bursting. When he ran his gaze over the crowd, he almost couldn’t see the faces for the rage-red heat burning from the skin.


Bien rounded on him. Tears stood in her eyes.


“What will we be,” she demanded, “if we don’t try to help this man?”


There were hundreds of possible answers, thousands. We’ll be alive, Ruc wanted to say. We’ll be servants of Eira instead of food for the fish.


It was impossible to rescue every single person. Tens of thousands had died during the revolution while Ruc and Bien did nothing to save them. In the delta, he had learned one lesson very early: there was a time to fight, and a time to flee. A rush wren felt no shame taking to the air at the passage of a snake. Even a croc would retreat at the sight of a jaguar. Bred into the flesh of every bird and beast was a single, simple unalterable law: survive. No animal would risk its life for an unknown creature, but then, that was Bien’s point: she was not an animal, and despite his childhood, neither was Ruc.


“Finally,” the messenger declared, “my warning.” His gaze went stern. “If you insist on your forgetting, if you smear mud over your eyes, if you turn your backs on the truth . . .” He took a deep breath, seemed to fill with fury and regret, then shook his head. “If you deny him, he will destroy you all and utterly. He will take you apart as he has taken apart so many and so much greater than you, and you will wake in your next lives as grubs and worms, the meanest creatures ever to creep in terror through the wide spaces of the world.”


Even as the messenger finished speaking, a massive man surged forward out of the crowd—Striker, Ruc realized—his eyes on the stranger, lips twisted into a vicious smile. With a desperate cry, Bien hurled herself in front of him. The chaos saved her. In the crush and rain and swelling sound, no one could tell what she was trying to do. She might as well have been just one more citizen driven forward by righteous rage. The thought that she might be shielding the stranger with her body would have seemed insane.


Striker didn’t even glance down at her—another stroke of luck—just cursed and shoved her roughly aside. Bien fell, but instead of giving up, she wrapped herself around his leg like a child looking for a ride, indifferent to the fact that this was the man who had strangled her nearly to death not much earlier.


It might have been the dumbest, bravest thing that Ruc had ever seen; Eira seized him by the throat, the grip of love’s goddess stronger than any need for survival.


He shrugged off the people pressing in around him, shucked away his own pain, ducked under Striker’s extended weapon, and, with the fury of the crowd pelting down around him, hurled himself at the man on the railing of the bridge. The priests of Eira knew nothing of hunting, nothing of tracking, or stalking, or leaping, but Ruc had not been raised from an infant by the priests of Eira.


He hit the man with his shoulder, knocking the wind from him, folding him neatly in half, then wrapped him close in his arms as they fell away from the murderous mob into the churning current below.
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“Sweet Eira’s mercy,” Bien breathed, rushing to Ruc’s side as he kicked open the door to her room.


Bloody light from the red-scale lantern washed her face. Fear twisted her features, fear and anger. For a moment she stood there, frozen. Then relief washed over her like a wave.


“You’re alive,” she said, reaching up to touch his face, as though to reassure herself.


“I’m alive,” he agreed.


Alive was about the best he could say for his battered state. His body throbbed. The echoes of Striker’s fists ached in his face and chest. The ribs on his left side twinged whenever he twisted, and blood dripped from the gash across his forehead and his split lip.


“I just came back for a lantern when it got too dark,” Bien went on. “I’ve been out looking for you all day.”


“I’m sorry,” Ruc replied, lowering the unconscious messenger as gently as he could onto the bed. “Seemed like a good idea not to be found.”


“How’d you get him back here without anyone seeing you? The city’s a kicked termite nest right now. People are everywhere, most of them eager to kill something.”


“It was slow work. Drifted down past the Fish Market hidden in some flotsam, but Cao’s was too busy east of that to risk it. Swam north instead, hid out until dusk in the wreckage of Intarra’s temple, then floated east in the shadow of a patrol boat.”


“A patrol boat?” Bien’s eyes widened. “If they’d caught you with him, you’d be locked in the Shipwreck or the Baths.”


He put a hand on her shoulder. “The Baths burned, remember? And they didn’t catch me. Anyway, I’m not the one you should be worried about.”


He gestured toward the bed.


Valaka Jarva’s skin had gone waxen, yellow rather than tan. Whoever he was, he didn’t look good. The collar had chafed his neck an ugly red, and his lips had gone a livid shade of blue. They twitched for a moment, as though he were trying to talk, then fell still.


“What happened to him?”


Ruc grimaced. “One of the sawed-off pilings from the old bridge was just beneath the water. When I knocked him off the railing, he landed on it. I landed on him.”


He lifted the messenger slightly. Bien gasped. The rotted end of the piling had torn into the man’s back, shredding skin and breaking ribs. Finger-long splinters of dark wood protruded from the wound, which was already soaking the bedding with blood. For most of the day he’d been unconscious, muttering fragments of what sounded like warning or prophecy in a language Ruc didn’t recognize.


“We have to clean it . . .” Ruc began, but Bien was already moving, scooping her ewer and washbowl from the bedside table, then crossing to the bed.


She plunged her facecloth into the water. “Roll him over.”


The messenger let out a faint groan as Ruc dragged him onto his stomach, reached weakly for something, then subsided. The wound was vicious enough, but the real danger lay in it souring. The canals to the west, where the Shirvian first flowed into Dombâng, were clean enough, but the mid-city channels bred flies and disease. Despite the gashes in his own skin, Ruc wasn’t worried for himself. He had never in his life taken sick—another inexplicable gift, like the redsight, of his childhood in the delta. Untended, however, the messenger would almost surely die. He might die even if they tended him.


Bien had pulled a stool alongside the bed, sat crouched over the wound. She spread it open with one hand while pulling free the largest of the splinters with the other. Blood and pus smeared her fingers. She wiped them absently on the bedsheets and went on about her work. As a priestess of Eira, she’d spent half her childhood tending to the city’s sick and injured. Her voice was calm, focused when she spoke.


“I need white quey. From the infirmary. And slick-reed.”


Ruc nodded, took one more glance at the inexplicable man they’d rescued from the mob, then slipped out the door.


Eira’s temple was part of a larger compound built in a rough rectangle, with the refectory, sleeping quarters, infirmary, and the temple itself forming the four sides. Ghostblossom vines climbed dark teak walls; the evening flowers were just starting to open, spilling their perfume into the hot, thick air. Two young acolytes were lighting the red-scale lanterns hanging from the long lines overhead. The dried, gutted bodies of the fish glowed a soft orange-red, as though they’d acquired in death a heat they’d lacked while still alive. Dangling from their lines, mouths agape, they might have been finning their way straight up through the murky air to join the stars.


Ruc strode across the courtyard, trying to hurry without seeming to.


He’d just reached the infirmary when a familiar shape stepped from the door—Old Uyen, leaning heavily on his cane. He paused at the sight of Ruc, studied him with half-blind, milky eyes, then smiled.


“Hello, son.”


Uyen called everyone son, but to Ruc the word carried more than a casual warmth. Ruc had been twelve when he abandoned the delta to come to a strange city where he knew no one and nothing. Everything he’d learned out among the rushes—to hunt, to hide, to stalk, to kill—was useless in Dombâng. The buildings were too high and too close, the reek of too many people packed together made it hard to breathe. There were days that he felt the city might crush him. Even now, fifteen years later, he could remember standing motionless as a stunned burrow rat, convinced that his chest would collapse beneath the weight of the place. Somehow, in those moments, it always seemed to be Uyen who found him, Uyen who led him up to the roof of the dormitory, where the air was cleaner, the walls less close, Uyen who would light a pipe and sit with him in silence until the panic passed, Uyen who never asked any questions, who seemed to understand that some terrors could not be talked away, only outlasted. By the age of twelve, Ruc had reconciled himself to the fact that he had no true parents, none he would ever meet, at least. Still, he felt a moment of peace every time Uyen looked at him, saw him, smiled, and called him son.


“Hello, Father,” he said, pausing a few feet from the infirmary.


“A strange day.”


Ruc kept his face still, his body relaxed. He would trust Uyen with any secret, but the courtyard was hardly the place for the sharing of secrets. Eira’s temple was one of the safest places in the city. That did not mean it was safe.


“I heard some talk of a crazy man,” Ruc said carefully. “Naked, over the Spring Bridge.” He hesitated. “Heard he was killed, knocked into the river and drowned.”


“I heard that, too,” Uyen replied. “That was one of the stories. I also heard that the Vuo Ton took him.” He paused for a long moment, gazed at Ruc with those worn-down eyes. “Or someone who looked like the Vuo Ton, who had the tattoos. Spirited him away into the delta.”


Ruc stifled a curse. The whole thing had happened so fast—barely a heartbeat between when he hit the man and when they’d plunged beneath the water—the scene on the bridge had been so chaotic, the rain blinding . . . It hadn’t seemed unreasonable to hope people might miss the tattoos snaking out from beneath the cuffs of his robe.


“Most people,” Uyen went on mildly, “don’t believe the thing about the Vuo Ton.”


“What would the Vuo Ton want with some crazed fool?”


“Indeed. I suspect the poor man was killed, just as the others were.”


Ruc felt his pulse quicken. “Others?”


The priest nodded gravely. “There were at least a dozen, maybe more, all over the city. One at the Arena. One at the Purple Baths. Mad Trent’s Mountain. Goc My’s. The Grog Market.”


“What did they want?”


“They all had the same message: hail. Someone named the Lord or the First. Join his ranks. A great and holy purpose . . .”


“And they were all killed?”


Uyen nodded once more. “Fear fills Dombâng, especially after this violence at the Purple Baths. One could almost wish that the man from the Spring Bridge had been rescued by the Vuo Ton.” He eyed Ruc shrewdly. “Or by one who looks like the Vuo Ton.”


Ruc put a gentle hand on Uyen’s shoulder. “Best not to spread that story, Father.”


The priest smiled. “Of course not, my son.”


It didn’t take long to slip into the infirmary and retrieve the quey and slick-reed, but by the time he’d returned to Bien’s room she was already waiting impatiently, one of her clean tunics pressed to the messenger’s wound.


“You walk all the way to the Grog Market for the quey?”


He passed her the jar and the small pot. “I didn’t want to draw attention. People are already talking about what happened on the bridge. Some are saying the messenger was taken by the Vuo Ton.”


She glanced up at him sharply.


“It’s just a rumor,” Ruc said. “Still, I didn’t feel like adding to it by racing back and forth.”


“One of the disadvantages, I guess, to having your skin slashed with ink.”


Blood and pus welled in the wound the moment she pulled back the makeshift bandage. She uncorked the quey, doused a cloth with the liquor, then pressed it to the shredded flesh. The messenger writhed at the touch—quey burned even worse in a wound than it did on the tongue—then cried out a few words.


Bien glanced up at Ruc. “What was that?”


“I don’t know. He’s been trying to talk on and off all day.” He looked out the narrow window into the night. Sacrificial fires, large and small, burned on a hundred rooftops. “I spoke to Uyen. He said there were messengers all over the city, a dozen or more.”


“I know.” Bien dabbed more quey onto the wound, then set the bottle aside. “I heard people talking when I was out looking for you. Rumor has it the Greenshirts snatched one before the people could tear her fully apart. She died before the high priests could put her to the question.”


“That must have displeased the high priests.”


“Not as much as foreigners showing up in the city to blaspheme the Three.”


“Would we call it blasphemy?”


Bien glanced up at him. “One is coming like those you revere, but stronger, faster? Yeah, I’m pretty sure we’d call it blasphemy.”


The slick-reed was already prepared, sliced down the middle into long, flat strips. Bien took one up, laid the wet, fleshy side against the messenger’s shredded skin. With any luck, that and the quey would keep the wound from turning sour. She worked confidently, quickly. When she’d plastered it with the leaves, she pressed her blood-soaked tunic atop it, then wrapped the whole thing in a fresh shirt.


“Your belt,” she said, holding out a hand. “You sit him up, while I wrap it around the bandage.”


Ruc slipped the belt from his waist, passed it to Bien, then took the messenger by the shoulders. He tried to be gentle, but as he lifted, a scream spilled from the man’s lips, a wordless, animal cry that lasted half a heartbeat before Ruc could get a hand clamped over his mouth. Bien slipped the belt deftly around the messenger’s torso, cinched it tight. He thrashed, but Ruc held him in place until it was finished, then laid him back gently against the bed.


The man murmured a few words, then subsided against the gory sheets.


Ruc studied him a moment, then turned to Bien.


“What are people saying about the Baths?”


“People are saying it was Annur.”


Ruc frowned. “Annur?”


“Huge empire? Just to the north? Occupied Dombâng for two hundred years . . .”


He ignored the sarcasm. “Attacked the Baths with what?”


“One of those giant birds they have. Keppral. Kestrel. Whatever.”


Ruc shook his head. “People in this city are always talking about Kettral. Whenever a cloud crosses the moon, someone’s convinced the Annurians are back.”


“Yes. Well. This was a very convincing cloud. The high priests had the charred remains dragged out of the wreckage, hauled over the Arena, displayed in the pit for everyone to see.”


“Did you see them?”


She stared at him like he’d gone mad. “I was looking for you, asshole. Even if I wasn’t, you know I don’t go to the Arena. But Chui went. A few of the others. They said the claws were as long as paddles.”


“Were there any other attacks?”


Bien shook her head. “Just the Baths. Burned it to the ground, more or less.”


“Did the priests get any captives?”


“One. They’re saying they’re going to execute him on the steps of the Shipwreck tomorrow at dawn.” Her face hardened. “If I hadn’t been searching for you, I would have gone tonight, offered to sit with him.”


“I’m glad you didn’t. Kindness has become a dangerous game in this city.”


“It is not a game,” she replied. “Regardless of his crimes, he must be terrified.”


Ruc decided to sidestep the argument. “Was he wearing one of these collars?”


He gestured to the strange, snakelike thing coiled around the messenger’s neck.


She shook her head. “Not that I heard. But it can’t be coincidence, can it? The Annurians burn down the Purple Baths and then, the very next morning, these naked fools show up talking about an attacking army.”


“Not much of an army—a few soldiers burning down the Baths.”


“The Baths were a major barracks for the Greenshirts.”


“Still seems vaguely half-assed. The Annurians conquered the world with good planning, not casual arson.”


“Maybe they’re desperate. Maybe the plan went wrong.”


He nodded. “Maybe.”


As Bien opened her mouth to reply, the messenger spasmed, tried to sit, fell back, but seized her by the wrist. His eyes were open, glassy but commanding.


“You must prepare,” he groaned.


Bien glanced over at Ruc, then back at the messenger.


“Prepare for what?”


“The Lord. You must join with him, with his people, his host . . .”


Ruc shook his head. “Who is the Lord?”


“The First. I told you. I have poured the truth like honey into your ears, but you refuse to hear.”


It didn’t sound like honey to Ruc. It sounded like something barbed, something spiked and violent.


Sweat drenched the messenger’s brow. He looked even paler than he had that morning on the bridge.


“Yeah,” Ruc replied. “We heard. Great and holy purpose, all that. But who is he?”


“Our source and our scourge. The one who comes to break you, then see you made anew.”


“It’s talk like this,” Bien added sternly, “that almost got you murdered back there on the bridge.”


“Murder.” The man shook his head weakly. “What do I care for my murder? What is this one life set in the scales against all that I have been, all I will become?”


Ruc shouldered aside his frustration.


“You said he has a host . . .”


“Not a host. The host. A great army of his people.”


“Fine. Where are they coming from? How many people?”


“All of them.”


“All?”


“Every woman, man, and child of every hoti. The andara-bhura, the rashkta-bhura, the shava-bhura, all . . .”


The words trailed off, bubbling into blood.


Bien shook her head. “We don’t know what any of that means.”


“Doesn’t matter,” Ruc said. “No army is going to make it ten paces into the delta.”


Faith filled the messenger’s gaze. “The Lord is already in the delta. Even as we speak, he comes for your gods.”


“We worship Eira, the Lady of Love,” Bien said, not taking her eyes from the man. “The Three are not our gods.”


She glanced over at Ruc. He nodded slowly, but at the same time memory flooded him—riding on Hang Loc’s huge shoulders, playing slap-hands with Kem Anh, feasting on the fish they ripped from the river’s gleam. Bien was right—they weren’t his gods.


To Ruc Lakatur Lan Lac, they were something far more intimate than gods.


“What do you mean,” he asked carefully, “when you say he comes for them?”


The man nodded eagerly. “He comes to accept their submission, their fealty.”


Ruc tried to imagine Kem Anh submitting to anything. His mind balked at the thought. He could, if he worked very hard, just barely imagine something killing her—Sinn had been killed, after all, whatever the high priests and people of Dombâng believed—but the notion that anyone could force her to submit . . .


“If he is real, this Lord of yours, and he is really in the delta, then he is already dead.”


The man shook his head with an awful vigor. “He is not dead. If he were dead, I would know it. I would feel it.”


Bien frowned. “Feel it. How?”


He gestured to his collar. Ruc had taken that collar for snakeskin or some other kind of scaled hide. As he leaned closer, however, he realized there was more to it than skin. It was thicker than a belt, almost round in cross section, as though someone had taken an actual snake, hacked off the head and tail, then stitched the ends back together to form a ring. He reached out a finger to touch it, but the messenger recoiled, bared bloody teeth.


As Ruc watched, the collar convulsed. A ripple ran under the scaled skin, as though the thing were alive and tightening, then fell still.


No one spoke. Overhead, a moth, trapped inside the lantern, battered the dried skin with its meager wings.


“What is that?” Bien asked finally, her dark eyes fixed on the collar.


“It is my axoch.”


“And what,” Ruc demanded quietly, “is an axoch?”


“A mark of favor,” the messenger replied, pride ringing in his voice, “in the eyes of the Lord.”


“Is it . . .” Bien hesitated, struggling to frame the question, “alive?”


“As long as I am alive, it is alive. It is my strength that feeds it.”


Ruc studied the coiled flesh with disgust. The delta was home to dozens of creatures that infested living bodies: gut flies and summer worms, meat puppeteers and eye wasps. They were horrifying, ghastly, and yet their grisly burrowing and hatching had always seemed natural to Ruc. Like all the delta’s other beasts, they too needed to eat, to breed. This thing around the messenger’s neck, on the other hand, this axoch, was anything but natural, not a living creature at all, but a twisted mockery of one.


“What did you mean you would feel it if your lord were dead?” Ruc asked.


The man raised a finger to stroke the scales of the axoch. Sweat drenched his brow, his skin was sickly sallow in the lamplight, but his smile was that of a saint contemplating his god.


“This joins me to him,” he replied. “Allows me to feel his grace and his displeasure.” A shadow passed over his features at the word displeasure, then fled. “I can feel him now.”


Bien glanced over at Ruc. He shook his head.


“And what is it, exactly, that you feel?”


“His might.” The man shuddered, his eyes rolled back in his head. “I can feel him, racing through the rushes, I can feel the blood slamming in his veins. He is eager. He is hunting.”


“Hunting what?”


“Your gods.”


The words sent a chill through Ruc.


Bien frowned. “I thought you said he wanted the Three for allies.”


The messenger shook himself free of whatever vision had possessed him, fixed his feverish gaze on Bien. “He has no allies. He is the First. Your gods will bow before him, or he will break them apart. Even now he pursues . . .”


The axoch twitched.


The man’s eyes widened.


“I’m sorry, my Lord,” he murmured. “I was told to spread the word, the tale of your glory . . .”


The collar writhed, then began to tighten. Veins throbbed in the messenger’s neck. His face began to purple.


He raised a hand to the axoch, then yanked it back as though scalded.


“I’m sorry, my Lord . . .” he gargled, the words thick, wet. “Kill me quickly . . . Close this unworthy throat . . .”


“What’s happening?” Ruc demanded.


“It’s choking him,” Bien snapped. She tried to slide a hand inside the collar, but there was no space.


The messenger’s eyes bulged, watered.


Ruc snatched his belt knife from its sheath.


“Hold him,” he growled.


Bien threw herself on the messenger, pinning him against the bed.


The man opened his mouth, but managed to hack up only a few mangled syllables. With the last of his strength he tried to force Bien back, but she bore down with all her weight, arms clasped tight around his shoulders. Ruc went to work with the knife, but the messenger was thrashing, and the axoch was tough as twenty-year-old choke vine. He might have been able to hack through it with a hatchet, but the knife, despite its keen edge, just scratched uselessly at the scales.


“Hurry,” Bien hissed.


Ruc sawed harder.


The man began to spasm, and the knife slipped, slashing down into his shoulder.


“He’s dying,” Bien said.


Ruc shook his head, sat back, breath ragged in his lungs. A purple tongue lolled between the messenger’s swollen lips. His hands had stopped twitching at his side. The axoch twisted, tightened further, until it was half-buried in the flesh of the neck, then went still.


“Not dying,” Ruc murmured. “He’s dead.”
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“The men you lost,” the Emperor said, “I remember them. Five years ago they helped to save Annur. They were good soldiers.”


Gwenna nodded, mute. The Emperor watched her with those burning eyes.


They sat in a small room. The floor was slate, the walls paneled wood. A single wide window behind the woman’s head opened onto a garden. From where Gwenna sat, there was no visible hint that they were inside the Dawn Palace—no gleaming regalia, no gold, no ostentatious statuary. From this small room, she couldn’t see the towers soaring above, or the miles of red walls circling the fortress, or the hundreds of structures—temples, armories, scriptoria, banquet halls, libraries, kitchens, laundries, audience chambers, baths—that packed those walls. If she had awoken here, her memory scrubbed, she might have believed they were anywhere, a small, neat room in an unremarkable house somewhere between Sia and Freeport.


She had not, however, just awoken, and her memory was all too whole.


It had taken more than a week to reach the capital, more than a week with her wrists and ankles shackled, locked inside the dark box of the brig, more than a week during which she’d spoken to no one, not even the soldier who brought her food and lugged off the bucket filled with her piss and shit. The man had tried to engage her, explaining how Frome had pulled everyone, the whole Annurian presence out of the delta. She hadn’t bothered replying. Talking, like fighting, was only worth the effort when it could accomplish something, change something, fix something, and there was no way to fix what she’d done.


“My condolences,” the Emperor continued, “for your loss.”


Gwenna nodded again. Condolences. Just another kind of talk, worth even less than the rest.


“You also lost one of Annur’s most critical military assets.” She paused, shook her head. “No. None of this is quite right, is it? You didn’t lose them—not your friends and not your bird. You flew them into a fortress controlled by people who have sworn to destroy Annur, a fortress you had specific orders to avoid. You flew them in, you lost a fight, and you left them there. Some dead, some alive.”


Gwenna’s shame boiled instantly into rage. The Emperor hadn’t been at the Baths when it all went down. The Emperor hadn’t witnessed the Greenshirts hacking Quick Jak to pieces. The fucking Emperor had never been faced with decisions that she had to make right now, between one heartbeat and the next.


She opened her mouth to say as much, but the woman forestalled her with a single raised finger. She was not large, Adare hui’Malkeenian. She lacked Gwenna’s muscle, Gwenna’s training, Gwenna’s weapons. If it came to a fight, Gwenna could murder her a hundred times over in a hundred different ways, even with her hands shackled behind her back, as they were. None of that mattered. Not here, not under the circumstances. That raised finger was enough to invalidate any objection or defense, and despite her fury, Gwenna had no defense.


Adare glanced down at the parchment on the table before her. She tapped a finger at the looping script.


“Admiral Frome says you’ve been reckless since you arrived in the delta. That you regularly ignored or subverted his orders.”


On this, at least, Gwenna had to speak.


“I failed at the Baths,” she said. “I failed both my team and my empire, and I accept whatever punishment you see fit. You should know, however, that Admiral Frome is an idiot. His orders have done more damage to the Annurian cause in Dombâng than all the local priests and Greenshirts combined.”
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