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• THE OBREGI MOUNTAINS •


	
Serapio – The Crow God Reborn, Odo Sedoh, Carrion King

	
Marcal – Serapio’s father






• CITY OF CUECOLA •


	
Balam – Lord of the House of Seven, Patron of the Crescent Sea, White Jaguar

	
Powageh/Tiniz – Serapio’s third tutor, a Knife

	
Tuun – Lord of the House of Seven, Jade Serpent

	Saaya – Serapio’s mother

	Paadeh/Paluu – Serapio’s first tutor, a woodcarver

	Eedi/Ensha – Serapio’s second tutor, a spearmaiden






• CITY OF TOVA •


THE WATCHERS


	
Naranpa – Sun Priest, Order of Oracles (hawaa)

	
Iktan – Priest of Knives, Order of Knives (tsiyo)

	Abah – Priest of Succor, Order of the Healing Society (seegi)

	Haisan – Priest of Records, Order of Historical Society (ta dissa)

	Kiutue – Former Sun Priest (hawaa)

	Ipep – Former Priest of Knives (tsiyo)









• THE SKY MADE CLANS •


CARRION CROW


	Yatliza – Matron

	Ayawa – Yatliza’s consort

	
Okoa – Yatliza’s son, captain of the Shield

	
Esa – Yatliza’s daughter, Matron

	Chaiya – Former Captain of the Shield

	
Maaka – Leader of the Odohaa, Tuyon

	
Feyou – A healer, Maaka’s wife, Tuyon

	
Chela – A crow rider

	
Benundah – A giant crow

	
Achiq – A giant crow

	
Yendi – A giant crow

	
Sagoby – A giant crow






WATER STRIDER


	
Ieyoue – Matron

	
Enuka – Master Engineer

	
Suol – Captain of the Shield

	
Aishe – Barge operator






GOLDEN EAGLE


	
Nuuma – Matron

	
Suuakeh – Nuuma’s mother

	
Terzha – Nuuma’s daughter

	
Ziha – Nuuma’s daughter

	
Layat – Adviser to the matron






WINGED SERPENT


	
Peyana – Matron

	
Ahuat – Captain of the Shield

	
Isel – Peyana’s daughter









• DRY EARTH •


COYOTE


	
Zataya – A witch

	
Sedaysa – Matron, boss of the Agave

	Denaochi – Brother to Naranpa, boss of the Lupine

	Akel – Brother to Naranpa






CLANLESS


	
Cazotz – A laborer








• CITY OF HOKAIA •


SPEARMAIDENS


	
Naasut – Sovran of Hokaia

	Seuq – The leader of the dreamwalkers

	Gwee – A dreamwalker

	Odae – A dreamwalker

	Asnod – A dreamwalker






CITIZENS


	
Kata – A shopkeeper

	
Japurna – Kata’s friend








• TEEK •


	
Xiala – A sea captain

	
Mahina – Queen of the Teek, Xiala’s mother

	
Yaala – Queen Regent, Xiala’s aunt

	
Alani – Xiala’s friend, a sailor

	
Teanni – Xiala’s friend

	
Keala – Teanni’s wife

	
Oyala – A wise woman

	
Laili – Oyala’s daughter

	Akona






• THE NORTHERN WASTES •


	
Kupshu – A wise woman

	
Niviq – A beloved daughter










And now the Lord of the Region of the Dead takes you…

you have gone to the dwelling place of the dead,

the place of the unfleshed,

the place where the journey ends,

…

Never again shall you return,

never again shall you make your way back…

—The Florentine Codex, Book III, 24R
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CITY OF TOVA

YEAR 1 OF THE CROW


On earth, in heaven, and within,

Three wars to lose, three wars to win.

Cut the path. Mark the days. Turn the tides.

Three tasks before the season dies:

Turn rotten fruit to flower,

Slay the god-bride still unloved,

Press the son to fell the sire.

Victory then to the Carrion King who in winning loses everything.

—Coyote song



Zataya of the Coyote clan was no tower-trained Watcher casting fortunes and charting star maps, no birthright sorcerer from the southern cities dispensing futures gleaned from dark mirrors painted with blood, but she knew enough to read the portents around her, and they told her that something terrible was coming.

First there was the eclipse that lingered over the city since the new year solstice, an impossible thing made real by the crow god’s magic. Then there was the tailing comet that had blazed across the twilight sky last month when the Odo Sedoh ascended his throne upon Shadow Rock to break the matrons and rule the city. And now the seasons turned, again, and the constellations of the lesser gods burst to life upon the sky’s inky canvas: jaguar and kraken, serpent and spear.

And she understood.

The war on earth may have yet to start as the gods claimed their vessels and set their stakes, but the war in heaven had already begun.

For what was earth but a mirror of heaven?

And what was she but a thing caught in between?

But Zataya would not be idle. She would not wait to be devoured by avatars and armies. She would find a way to survive.

And why not? Her god was a sly god, a god of narrow spaces and narrower paths. He made his own way and did not wait for others to clear it for him.

So she would do the same.

When she had augured the future before, she had used southern sorcery, blood on a dark mirror that revealed the shadow world to those who sought it. But now she wished to walk with Coyote, and his communion manifested in natural things. Rock and flame, leaf and root.

She had been living in a small room in the matron of Coyote clan’s house and serving as her Shield captain, a title that allowed her to counsel and observe. But for this, she wanted no witnesses.

The Lupine stood abandoned after Denaochi’s death, its gambling tables and drinking cups left to entertain ghosts. That is where she went. Her old room was still there with all of her tools, and she knew no one would disturb her delicate work.

She set the fire in the hearth and stoked it until it burned steadily. Once the logs had diminished to glowing lumps of char, she used a flint spade to rake the largest onto the floor.

Tradition told her that the answer to her question lay within the heated charcoal, so she set her resolve and asked, “How do I survive the war that is in heaven, and the war to come on earth?”

Unhesitating, she struck the lump with the edge of the spade. It cracked into smoldering pieces of black and orange and red. She used a stick to poke around the heated mass, looking for what message the Coyote might send her.

And gasped.

A crow. She saw a crow.

“No,” she breathed, shaking her head. That could not be right. Surely the Coyote did not mean to bind her fate to the Crow God Reborn.

Frustrated, she swept the pieces away and lifted another charred lump from the fire. Again, she asked her question, split it open, and again the pieces formed a crow.

With a growl of despair she tried one more time, only to receive the same result.

Perhaps the fire was not the answer.

She went to her cabinets, still intact even after months of abandonment, and searched for the tiny herb that would surely give her a clearer vision. She found it, a crush of dried cactus flower they called Coyote’s Paw. It was a powerful medicine known to cause visions, and she swallowed it down.

And then she waited.

It did not take long.

She had expected to see things, but instead she heard a voice. It spoke to her in echoing whispers, a sound that seemed everywhere and nowhere at once. Inside and outside. Above and below.

She knew it was the voice of her god, the Coyote’s own song, and she repeated the words with a fervor, letting her lips form to their shape and her tongue learn their weight, knowing that this was the path to survival.

She was not sure how long she sat there muttering the same words over and over again, but when she came back to herself, her entire being resonated with them.

Only they made no sense.

She had memorized a riddle.

She should have known the Coyote’s currency would not be so straightforward.

It was the chilling hearth that reminded her that too much time had passed and soon her matron would notice her absence, and that would raise questions, and there were things Zataya did not wish to share with anyone.

She shoveled dirt into the hearth and put away her auguring tools, pausing to tidy her room. And there, cooled to shades of black and gray but still plainly visible, was the crow.

At the thought of the crow, the Coyote song that lay behind her teeth trembled her jaw and burst from her mouth. She found herself repeating the riddle, a whisper under her breath that would not cease. She slapped her hand over her mouth, and the song became a shout. She stumbled to the wall and slammed her head against the stones. Stars danced in her eyes, and she swayed at the pain, but still the words came like a bubbling froth.

Desperate, terrified, she slammed her head into the wall again.

And then again and again until her vision shuttered, and her mind went dark.

She collapsed to the floor, unconscious… her lips still moving.
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TEEK TERRITORY

YEAR 1 OF THE CROW


May you die at sea.

—Teek farewell



Xiala was drowning.

Seawater, thick and salty, rushed into her mouth. Water weighted her limbs, saturated her lungs, and a growing blackness hovered at the corners of her consciousness. Her instincts screamed at her to resist, to fight. To do something!

But she did not.

Instead, she sank.

Willingly exchanged breath for brine until her feet struck the sandy bottom. She looked up, and her Teek eyes dilated, drawing in what scant light filtered down through the cold water.

Far above her, the hull of her small boat swayed as a figure leaned over the side. She could not see Teanni’s expression, but she imagined her childhood friend’s face contorted in concern… and expectation.

She looked down at her legs—legs, damn it!—and slapped a hand against her neck. The skin under her palm was smooth.

This is not the way, she thought. I’m forgetting something.

And she was running out of time, the darkness closing in, her lungs compromised, her mind soon to follow. If she did not act now, she might never be able to.

With her last clear thought, she sliced through the ropes that secured the netting—netting that held the stones that had sunk her to the bottom of the sea—and, with a powerful push, launched herself toward the surface.

She broke through the skin of the water, gasping. She sucked in air, too quickly, and dizziness rocked her, made bursts of light dance in her vision. The sun slapped her face, blinding her too-wide eyes. Teanni’s voice came to her, her words a jumble of alarm Xiala couldn’t untangle in her breath-deprived state.

She forced herself to slow down, to lie back and float, to trust the sea to hold her until she could get her bearings and convince her body that she was not dying. It took a moment, but finally her head cleared, and she scrambled aboard, Teanni hauling her up.

“Fuck,” Xiala swore as she flopped onto the bench, coughing and spitting seawater from between her teeth.

“Nothing?” Teanni’s expression mirrored Xiala’s own disappointment.

“No. No gills, no tail… nothing.” She hesitated. “Well, my eyes. I could see well enough, but…” She shrugged. “Well enough” wasn’t enough, and she knew it, but it was something, at least.

“Did you try Singing?” Teanni asked.

“Of course.” But had she? She couldn’t recall. Almost drowning had scrambled her brain.

“Perhaps if you let the water into your lungs.”

“I’ve swallowed half the Crescent Sea. That’s not the problem.”

“Then what?”

Xiala’s tone was crisp. “If I knew that, I wouldn’t be tying rocks around my waist and trying to drown myself.”

Teanni hesitated.

“Say it,” Xiala groaned.

“What if, and don’t get mad, Xiala, but what if—”

“I imagined it?” Had Xiala not asked herself the same question a thousand times? And come up with the same answer again and again? If she closed her eyes, she could still see the wild storm, the rogue wave, Loob hanging loose-limbed from the rope, Baat leaving her behind to fend for herself after she’d saved him. And then black scales, water sweeter than air in her lungs, the accusing stares of the crew. “It would be easier if I had, but I did not.”

“A tail, gills. It is a thing only spoken of in the old stories. It would make you like a goddess.”

Teanni’s tone held a note of skepticism, but Xiala only laughed. How could her friend understand? Teanni had not seen a man who commanded crows as if he were their master, had not witnessed Carrion Crow clan pilgrims. She could not understand gods alive and working through human beings the way Xiala had learned to.

Teanni dipped her paddle into the water and began to push. “I admit that when you told me your secret, I thought… maybe. Maybe it meant the Mother had not abandoned us completely, if she still favored you. It’s been hard these past years.”

The Teek of Xiala’s memory had always been a paradise. Warm sands, secret coves, plentiful food, and freshwater wells. And past the great island chain that marked the edge of their territory, miles and miles of Song-calmed seas where the Teek built their floating islands: platforms a quarter-mile wide and half as long, fashioned from bulrush, a buoyant reed that grew in profusion where the sea touched land.

But that blessed place was no more.

The rains had not come for two seasons, and drought and disease had killed the marshy fields of bulrush. Without it, they could not maintain their floating homes. The Teek were land-bound, as they had been when the enemy had decimated them in the war hundreds of years ago. It was a sign, and it made Xiala’s stomach knot to think of it. The parallels to the past were too stark, a harbinger that no one among them seemed willing to face. Whoever said that people learned from the mistakes of history has never met a Teek, she thought. Stubborn to a fault.

“I know it is hard to believe, Teanni, but it happened. Many men saw it.” Men who were now dead, although through no fault of her own. “And the Mother has not abandoned us. I still have my Song.”

And that had been the greatest shock of all. The Teek had lost their Song, the very thing that marked them as the Mother’s favored. Not all at once, Teanni had explained, but relentlessly and without mercy. First the children, and then their mothers, and finally even the elders. Many Teek had left for the mainland as their magic failed; others were so heartbroken they had simply walked into the sea. Song was the soul of the Teek, their very identity, and without it they were broken. It was desperation that had driven them to name Mahina their queen and rejoin the larger world. The elders had read the end of the Treaty as one last opportunity, willfully ignoring any danger.

Xiala understood why Teanni believed her return was a sign of changing fortunes rather than a twist of unpredictable fate. It was an unfamiliar weight to carry, this expectation that she might perform a miracle for a land and a people caught in a net of suffering. But Xiala would do what she could, help where she must. And the first step would be to find a way to awaken her powers again.

“It’s getting late.” Teanni gestured toward the horizon, where the sun was well past its zenith. “We can try again tomorrow.” She flashed Xiala a nervous smile. “Perhaps your aunt Yaala and the wise women’s circle will have a better idea of how to wake your magic.”

“No, no, no.” Xiala felt her jaw tighten at the very idea. “We agreed on that. My aunt will never believe what she cannot see with her own eyes, especially from me. A little more time. I will find a way.”

“I know. I’m just…”

“Impatient? I understand. But when has the Mother not worked in her own time?”

“The Teek are dying. A little urgency would be appreciated,” Teanni said, uncharacteristically tart.

Xiala laughed. “Feel free to tell her. Let’s see her reply.”

Teanni’s eyes widened at the thought, which made Xiala laugh harder. She sobered as they paddled past an abandoned floating island. A dozen thatched reed houses still stood upon the mounded bulrush, but they were steadily sinking. Without more reeds to fortify each new layer of the foundation and the Teek to Sing the waters to kindness, rough tides had rotted the groundwork underneath, and the artificial island sagged, salt-slicked and moldy.

It was a way of life now passing, and it broke Xiala’s heart. Had the Mother truly abandoned them? And if so, why? Teanni had said the calamities began after Xiala left, but that could be coincidence. Other factors had to be considered. A generation of elders dying, fewer and fewer babies born each year, drought and disease.

Xiala could see the signs everywhere. If nothing changed, the Teek would be gone within her lifetime.

“Who’s that?” Teanni asked.

“Where?” Xiala turned her attention back to the here and now.

A lone figure stood on land, arms raised and waving furiously to get their attention.

“It’s Keala.” Teanni tensed.

“Your wife? Why is she here?” When they were in Hokaia, Xiala’s mother, Queen Mahina, had implied that Teanni might still hold affections for her. Xiala had dreaded their reunion, knowing her heart was firmly set on Serapio and had no room for another. But the concern was made moot when Teanni introduced her wife, Keala. Of course, Mahina had neglected to mention Teanni was married.

“There’s something wrong,” Teanni said, and they hurried their pace.

As they pulled close, Keala waded out into the shallows to guide the small boat in. Xiala jumped out to help push from behind, and together they maneuvered the boat to shore.

“Ships are coming,” Keala said without preamble.

“Sailors?” Teanni asked, hopeful. “It’s been a long time since we’ve had men on the island.” She grinned. “It could mean children in nine months.”

Keala shared a brief smile with her wife. Xiala had learned that Teanni had birthed a son four years ago. A son given to the waves. Her friend had confessed it in a rush of shameful tears triggered by an innocuous observation about a cloud formation one day. Four years past, and a comment about the shape of a cloud had brought her to weeping. Teek were not supposed to mourn their lost sons, but how could they not? Were they not as much a part of their hearts as their daughters? And with the population dwindling, every child lost seemed a tragedy.

“Yaala did not say what ships are coming,” Keala said, “only that Xiala must join her.”

“Me?” Xiala asked, surprised. “Yaala hates me. Why does she want me there?” Her aunt had ignored her these past few months, preferring to pretend her long-lost niece did not exist. And when they did cross paths, their conversations were brittle, the past always an unspoken fence between them. Xiala had never forgiven her aunt for the part she played in driving her from Teek all those years ago, and her aunt had not forgotten how close Xiala had come to killing her own mother. So they tolerated each other on Mahina’s orders, but at a distance, and often with malice.

“You are the queen’s daughter,” Teanni said. “It is only right.”

Perhaps Yaala should remember more often that I am the queen’s daughter, Xiala thought, and that she is not the queen. But she kept the words to herself and went with Keala and Teanni to the listening house.

Part of her still hoped she might find a way to steal a boat. The one edict Yaala had made upon Xiala’s return was that she was not to be given a seaworthy ship. Her paddler, yes, but only for use on the far eastern side of the island. After all, her aunt could not keep her completely from the sea.

The handful of tidechasers had been under guard from the beginning with strict orders not to let Xiala near one. It hadn’t stopped her from scheming, and she had considered Singing the guards to attitudes more amenable to a little thievery. But Xiala was not convinced that her Song would not kill, and she had no feud with the guards. She was not quite ready to become a cold-blooded murderer of her own people.

Yaala was waiting for them on the porch of the listening house. She sat straight-backed on a woven grass throne, arrayed in a wealth of shells. She wore abalone in a collar at her neck, moonshell in a crown around her head, and cowries woven through her long, loc’d hair. There was a small cluster of women sitting on mats around her. They were the Teek wise women, their circle of elders, and their hands worked as they stripped yucca leaves or ground corn, and their ears listened so that their tongues might provide counsel.

“Ships have been spotted on the horizon, coming from the north,” Yaala said as Xiala approached.

“From Hokaia?” Xiala asked.

“They are too far yet to tell.”

“Could it be the queen returned?” Teanni asked.

Yaala sounded relieved when she said, “Let us hope. She has been gone too long.”

“You cannot be sure it is my mother,” Xiala warned. “Whoever approaches could mean ill. Teek is poorly equipped to fight back.”

“Enemies?” Yaala sounded dubious. “Mahina has made us allies in the great Treaty cities. Whoever approaches is surely a friend.”

“It would not hurt to be cautious,” Alani said, and Xiala shot the woman a grateful look. Alani was the sailor who had escorted Xiala from Hokaia. Over the past few months, they had become friendly despite their rocky start, and she was the only other Teek present who had been to Hokaia. She, at least, understood that sometimes those who called themselves friends wore false faces.

“What would you have us do?” Yaala asked, a touch of irritation in her voice. “Flee to our islands that no longer float? Gather sticks and rocks to fight off the foreigners? We cannot run, we cannot fight, and you and I both know we cannot Si—”

She cut off abruptly. In the silence, the wise women clicked their tongues, a sign of their disapproval. Everyone knew it, but it was still anathema to speak of the loss of their Song, and only a handful of women present were aware that Xiala still possessed hers. Yaala because Mahina had sent a note explaining that Xiala had killed a Cuecolan lord with hers, and that was the reason she was now returned to Teek. Alani because she had escorted Xiala back. And Teanni and her wife because Xiala had told them.

“No,” Yaala said, “the arrival of these ships is a gift from the Mother. We shall welcome whoever comes as our honored guests.” She mustered her queenly poise and stepped from the porch.

The wise women put down their grinding stones and yucca leaves and gathered to join her. Xiala tried to catch Alani’s eye, but the sailor avoided her and fell in with the other women, unwilling to challenge Yaala more than she had. Teanni took Keala’s hand and smiled reassuringly at them both, but it did little to settle Xiala’s worries.

“Walk with me, niece,” Yaala commanded.

Xiala swallowed her foreboding and joined her aunt. Silence stretched between them, until her aunt spoke.

“I know we have our differences,” she said as they made their way to the shore, “but I need your support today.”

“I have never challenged you.”

“Not openly, but I know what you think of me.” Her aunt’s look was wry.

“And what you think of me.”

Yaala acknowledged their animosity with a nod. “There is history between us. Wounds that have not healed. But perhaps tomorrow, once Mahina is home, we might find the time to mend them. All of us.”

“Mahina will never forgive me, and I am not sure I can forgive her,” Xiala said, thinking of their recent confrontation in Hokaia, and even older memories: her mother’s betrayal, their dead lover, Xiala’s desperate flight.

“You are her daughter, and she is your mother. This grievance has festered long enough.”

Xiala did not think it was that simple, but she realized she wanted forgiveness very much, both to give it and receive it.

“I would like that,” she finally said. How could she not? Whether she felt the same tomorrow would have to be seen, but if her aunt was willing to offer her peace, she was willing to try.

By the time they arrived, a small crowd of the curious had already gathered at the edge of the water, all eyes on something farther out to sea, north-northwest.

“Has anything changed?” Yaala asked the nearest woman.

“No, and the setting sun obscures any identifying markings.”

Xiala squinted into the distance. The woman was right. The ships were arriving just as the sun cut across the horizon, making it hard to see.

“Perhaps we should send someone out to greet them,” Alani suggested. “Surely they would not see that as insult.”

“There is another way,” Xiala murmured, and waded into the waves. She took a few deep breaths before she sank beneath the water. Here at the shoreline, the sea was calm and welcoming, and she greeted it as a relative. Unlike her earlier attempt at drowning, she only wanted it to speak to her, to ask it what it could see that she could not.

She opened her mouth, exhaled, and let the water hit her tongue. She did not swallow, only tasted. Salt and life, heavy in her mouth. And something else. Something bitter. She spit out the water, kicked up her feet, and dove to the bottom, not so far. She pressed her hands against the sandy floor. It was work to hold herself there, and she wished she had her net full of rocks.

She sought out the Mother’s tongue, the language of vibrations and reverberations. And she listened. For the smallest deviation, the barest confirmation in the movement of the waters. And the sea told her what she wished to know.

Satisfied, she rose. Water shed from her skin and hair as she made her way back to shore, her expression grim.

“Ships,” she confirmed, “and not Teek.”

“I have not seen someone speak to the sea in too long.” Tears gathered in Yaala’s eyes.

“Have the Teek lost the way of reading the waves along with their Song?” Xiala asked, caught between astonishment and dismay.

The wise women clicked, but Xiala didn’t care. She looked at Teanni, who nodded. Mother waters, it was worse than Xiala had imagined, and she had imagined terrible things.

“So it is not the queen, then,” Yaala said, disappointment weighting her shoulders.

“That I cannot tell. Only that they do not cut through the waves like a tidechaser, and that they sit heavy in the water.”

“Heavy? Merchant ships?” Alani asked, and a buzz of excitement rippled through the crowd.

“Could be a merchant ship laden with goods,” Xiala said. “Could be a ship full of people.”

“Maybe Queen Mahina has sent men back for us to make children,” Teanni said, repeating her previous prediction.

“I don’t think so,” Xiala said, but the idea had already caught hold, and the women practically vibrated with the possibility.

“We should have prepared a feast,” another woman said.

“Light the torches,” Yaala commanded. “We will guide them in.”

A cheer went up from the crowd.

“Better we wait,” Xiala said, but she was not heard over the rising voices, an air of celebration already spreading. She leaned in to shout in Yaala’s ear. “Let me Sing the ships back,” she suggested. “Hold them at a distance until we know for sure.”

Yaala faced her, took Xiala’s hands in her own. “No, Xiala. Let them be happy. They need this.”

“We have no defenses. We are like minnows in a pond here. You said so yourself. Easy pickings.”

“Xiala.” Her voice was gentle, but there was an undertone of exasperation. “Please. Not everyone is your enemy.”

Xiala looked to Teanni, who was leaning into her wife and smiling. Even Alani was grinning. Yaala was right. The Teek needed something good, and perhaps she was overreacting, seeing danger where there was none. But she still couldn’t quite shake a sense of foreboding, and it shivered her shoulders like the first touch of winter.

Soon the shadowy forms of the vessels drew near. Unlike the Teek who stood on the beach under bright torches, the strangers’ ships were dark, no lanterns illuminating whoever was on board. Figures paced on the deck, but none called out a greeting to the waiting women.

In the deep twilight, Xiala counted at least four hulking canoes, Cuecolan if her eye for nautical detail served, although it was hard to tell in the dark. Four ships potentially holding fifty bodies each. That meant possibly two hundred sailors. Why would two hundred sailors come to Teek?

A breeze whispered across the beach and sent the torches dancing. Xiala could hear the creak of leather, the shifting of restless feet against wooden decks. Light flared to life on the nearest ship. She caught a glimpse of animal skins, painted faces, and light reflecting against obsidian-tipped spears.

“Not sailors, an army,” she murmured, and, as the realization sank in, “Move back!” and then “Run!” and, louder, “Run!”

But no one heard her over the cheering.

Yaala stepped forward in her queenly attire, crown on her head, arms wide. And behind her, the wise women cheered. And all around, an enthusiastic crowd of those who had come to greet their allies waited, expectant.

Xiala heard it before the others did, or perhaps she was the only one who recognized the sound for what it was.

The huff of an exhale, the whistle of a spear cutting through the air.

It struck Yaala through the stomach.

The regent queen gasped, shock rippling through her body.

Her hands clutched at the weapon protruding from her belly.

Her mouth worked, but no words came out. Only a red-tinged cough, blood spattering the sand.

Yaala toppled over dead just as the sky broke open, obsidian-tipped arrows raining down around her.

The arrows struck the wise women. They fell, shafts protruding from throats and chests. Xiala watched, stunned, as an arrow pierced the eye of the woman next to her.

A wail cut through the shocked silence. Someone at the edge of the circle of dead. Her cry was cut short by the thrust of a blade, as soldiers stormed the beach.

Xiala thought to Sing, but she did not think she could stop two hundred warriors even if she wished to, and she might kill Teek in the attempt.

So she did the only thing she could do.

She ran.

Bodies fell around her; shrieks filled a night that quickly had begun to stink of death and betrayal.

Something hit her from behind.

She staggered, the impact throwing her to her knees.

Get up, Xiala. Get up!

She tried to stand.

But something struck her head, and this time when she fell, there was only darkness.
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CITY OF HOKAIA

YEAR 1 OF THE CROW


The tsiyo has but one role: to deal death. It matters not the who or the when, the how or the where. Only that the end is inexorable.

—The Manual of the Priest of Knives



It was the last hour before dawn on the first full moon of spring, and Iktan was visiting the war college.

Well, xe thought, the actual college isn’t here anymore. The spearmaidens saw to that, burning what was left after the massacre. Easier to raze the building and the blood-soaked grounds than be bothered to bury so many bodies. So, really, it’s more like I am visiting a grave.

But not simply a grave. More like a graveyard.

Which made sense, as there had been dozens upon dozens murdered that night. In their beds.

Iktan’s nephew had been one of them.

A bright boy by all accounts, the son of xir youngest sister. The boy had been born after Iktan had left for the celestial tower, so xe had never truly known him. And the tower forbade familial relationships between those who dedicated their lives to the tower and their birth clans, so xe had not even visited, although xe was certainly aware of his existence. It had been part of Iktan’s job to be aware of things.

In light of xir complete inability to predict the Odo Sedoh (or the Crow God Reborn or the Carrion King or whatever the man was calling himself these days), Iktan found the whole notion of knowing things ridiculous. A dark chuckle bubbled out under xir breath. But xe quickly sobered, thinking of xir dead nephew, and all the other scions who had perished.

Another thing xe had failed to see coming.

Iktan looked out over the burned-out field for evidence that this place had once been bustling and lively. Xe could almost hear the clash of staffs as the students sparred, the raucous laughter that must have echoed through the dining hall. Xe had never attended the war college, of course. Xir calling had taken a different direction long ago. But the promise of such a place lingered.

You are getting old and melancholy, Iktan thought. How indulgent. Next, you will be weeping and leaving marigolds for remembrance. Burning incense like a superstitious Dry Earther or drawing celestial maps to ensure the boy’s safe travels back to the stars.

A yawn cracked Iktan’s mouth wide. It was getting late. Or early, depending on how one reckoned time. It was a good hour’s travel from the war college to the Mink Palace atop the earth mound pyramid, and no doubt Nuuma Golden Eagle would send one of her lackeys to round up Iktan for breakfast if xe did not show up on time. The woman hated to eat alone, but why Iktan had to be the one to keep her company most mornings was a mystery. Did she not have daughters? Groveling sycophants? Scheming scions who would like nothing better than to spend time at her table?

Ah, and there is your answer, xe thought. Any one of those would turn an appetite sour. You are by far the most charming and interesting person in her entourage. Is it truly a mystery why she would wish to spend time with you?

But was it fair? Was it just?

What in life is fair or just? Nothing. You should know that best.

And that is why the gods created revenge. So when events don’t go as they should, people like Iktan could do a little correcting.

As xir mind often did when contemplating revenge, Iktan’s thoughts turned to Naranpa. Not Naranpa as xe had last seen her: fearful, confused, undone by the treachery of the people she had trusted most (Iktan included). But as xe had first met her.

She had been no more than fifteen and Iktan a few years older. It had been mealtime, and the dedicants were gathered on the celestial tower’s terrace in a loud hormonal mess.

Iktan hated mealtime. The forced companionship with people xe was certain were xir lessers, the wagging tongues prone to gossip, and the truly mediocre food the tower served.

What Iktan much preferred to do when xir cohort gathered to stuff lukewarm beans down their nattering mouths was climb the tower walls. Xe used to enjoy climbing the cliffsides of the district of Otsa itself, the sound of the Tovasheh River rushing below. Xe would climb as far down as xe could, always trying to find the best route to the river, daring to hang precariously from some impossibly small outcropping to dip a hand in the deceptively fast flow before working xir way back up the mist-spattered rock, knowing that one poor decision about where to wedge a toe into the wall or what narrow crevice into which to squeeze a finger would send xir tumbling into the deadly waters.

It was exhilarating, relying on one’s own abilities to walk the fine line between life and death. And winning. Most important was the winning.

Iktan never fell. Of course not. Despite the thrill, it had not really occurred to xir that xe might.

But someone had fallen. A younger boy who was not as skilled as Iktan. (Who was?) He had made a poor decision and plunged to his death.

Poor decisions could be lethal.

A lesson any assassin knew well.

After that, all the dedicants were forbidden to climb the cliffs, and for a week Iktan paced the halls, restless as a caged cat. Until xe realized that the old priests had not said anything about climbing the tower itself.

So Iktan had spent many a mealtime free-climbing the celestial tower, looking for the perfect holds, building forearm strength so xe could hoist xirself up two and three body spans at a time. From a distance, should someone look up to see a lanky figure scampering up the tower wall, Iktan was sure it would look like xe was flying.

That’s how xe had met Naranpa.

She had been sitting on the Sun Priest’s balcony, legs dangling between the stone balustrades.

When Iktan popped up just below, hoping to scare her (maybe she would scream, and wouldn’t that be funny?), she just stared.

Xe hadn’t expected that. Was disappointed that xir surprise appearance had not elicited even a yelp.

“Who are you?” she asked, voice curious.

“What are you doing here?” Iktan channeled all the authority xe could muster. “These are the Sun Priest’s private rooms. I could kill you for trespassing, you know. I am a tsiyo.” (Xe was not quite an actual tsiyo yet, but xe was certain this strange girl wouldn’t know that.)

“I have permission.” Her face was placid, not intimidated at all. Xe was going to have to work on xir menace. Some of the older dedicants to the assassins’ society had already had their first kills, marking them as tsiyos. The rest of the dedicants gave them plenty of respect. But Iktan had not been chosen for an assignment yet. Not even to accompany a tsiyo as lookout. Xe had not even received an invitation to the inquisition room to practice the methods the Knives used to make traitors spill their secrets. (In truth, they did not use the inquisition room anymore, a by-product of a darker time in the tower’s history. But xe had hope, and the Priest of Knives, a bayeki named Ipep, believed in teaching the old ways of blood, even if these days most disputes were settled through diplomacy.)

Iktan noticed the girl was eating something that smelled delicious, a whole class better than normal dedicant slop. It looked to be roasted potato slices that she dipped in oil before popping the bite-sized pieces into her mouth.

A very pretty mouth, xir stupid brain supplied, and xe told it to shut up.

“Can I have some of that?”

The girl looked at her lunch. “Not when you just threatened to kill me.”

Iktan had been hanging from the ledge for a while, and xir fingers were cramping. Xe scampered up the balustrades, agile as a squirrel, and hoisted xirself up and over the top rail. Xe landed at a crouch by her side.

Up here, next to her, she was even prettier.

“I’ve heard of you,” xe said. “Everyone has.”

For the first time, the girl looked uneasy.

“But I don’t care about what they say,” Iktan assured her. “They’re jealous.”

The girl drew a hand self-consciously over her hair. It was a dark brown, not a lustrous black like Iktan’s own, but there was something nice about it, the way it caught the sun. The same applied to her eyes. Sort of common in color and shape, if xe were being truthful, but they looked kind.

“What is there to be jealous of?” she muttered, running a finger through the oil on the plate beside her.

To Iktan, it seemed obvious. “You’re the best, aren’t you?”

“At what?” Her eyes narrowed in suspicion.

Iktan shrugged. “Whatever the hawaa society do. Divination. Prophecy.”

Xe had a knife strapped to xir thigh, one of four xe always carried (best to be prepared), and unsheathed it now with a showy flourish.

Her eyes widened. Ah, there was the reaction xe had been craving, and a jolt of satisfaction warmed Iktan’s chest.

Xe said, “Everyone knows how you bested that dedicant and the Sun Priest picked you over him, and how you came up from the kitchens and aren’t even Sky Made.”

Xe spun the knife between xir fingers, a simple trick even first years knew, but she looked appropriately impressed. And with a final toss and catch, xe planted the knife in one of the small potatoes. Iktan lifted the tuber to xir mouth and took a bite. It was still hot enough to be soft, and the oil was slightly spiced.

Xe made a little humming noise as the food burst, flavorful, across xir tongue. Heaven.

“But most of the Sky Made are a bunch of snobs,” Iktan said as xe chewed.

She lifted a skeptical eyebrow. “Aren’t you Sky Made?”

“Not by choice,” xe assured her before taking another bite. “Now I know why you hide in the Sun Priest’s office. His lunch is better.”

She smiled. She had a kind smile, too.

“Would you like to be friends?” she asked.

Xe stopped, mid-chew. “How do you mean?” People did not simply ask to be friends. It took days of time spent together, sometimes weeks. Things in common. “I only just met you.”

She huffed, an exasperated sound. “I’m sorry. Do you have too many friends at the moment?” She held a hand to her forehead as if shading her eyes and looked around. “I can’t seem to see them.”

Ouch. But Iktan was a realist and, in fact, needed a friend. “I see your point.” Xe speared another potato. “Tell you what. Bring lunch tomorrow, and we’ll see.”

“The Knives won’t miss you?”

“And if they do? There’s no rule I have to sit with them.” And I’d much rather sit with you.

“A deal.” She held out a hand. After a moment, Iktan gripped her forearm. Her skin was sun-warmed beneath xir fingers. Xe held her arm longer than strictly necessary and, even then, was reluctant to let go.

“Here.” Iktan handed her the knife xe had used to eat the potato, hilt first. It was one of xir favorites, a delicate thing with carved serpents in the stone hilt and tiny jade chips for eyes. It had been a gift from Iktan’s father when xe had left for the tower.

“For protection,” xe said, when she looked at xir quizzically.

“What do I need protection from?”

“Everyone needs protection at some time or another. Keep it.”

Iktan leaped back over the top rail, catching the bottom beam and hanging suspended in the open air.

“Hey,” xe said. “What’s your name?”

“Naranpa.”

Iktan rolled the name around xir mouth as if it was another tasty morsel of food. “I’m Iktan. Same time tomorrow?”

She nodded.

And that was that.

Such promise, Iktan thought now around the sweetness of the memory. They had both been so young and filled with such promise. But all that had become bitter ash on Iktan’s tongue since Naranpa’s death.

Better you had never met me that day, Nara. Better we had not become friends.

Become lovers.

And now Iktan had become regret in the shape of a human being.

Revenge, xe thought. One day, I will become revenge.

It was a comfort, perhaps Iktan’s only one.

A white line across the horizon warned that dawn, and breakfast, was inching ever closer. Xe pushed xirself up from the stump that made for a makeshift seat and dusted off xir Golden Eagle whites. Xe had worn red for so many years, wearing white felt like living in someone else’s skin, like xe was a ghost stuck in a sorry, colorless half-life, little left of what xe had once been.

Iktan started back toward Nuuma. And her breakfast. And her war.

In truth, xe cared nothing for war. Had soured on the idea as soon as it started to take shape, if xe had ever been sweet on it at all.

Tova was nothing now without the Watchers, so why Golden Eagle and the Treaty cities were so intent on fighting over who ruled it was lost on Iktan. Mines, the riches of the clans, the jaw-dropping amounts of cacao piled in the stores of the celestial towers, yes, yes. It was not that xe did not understand. But to Iktan, the city was just another graveyard, one soaked in Watcher blood.

More promise squandered, and for what? Money? Power?

What was power?

Once, xe had been ambitious. One did not become the Priest of Knives without ambition.

But now xe cared nothing for it. Power was an illusion, often disabused at the edge of a blade. Xe had known many who thought themselves powerful, untouchable, until Iktan crawled through their window.

Just ask the matron of Carrion Crow.

Oh, you sad sack, Iktan chided xirself. Enough with the melancholy.

Distracted, Iktan caught a foot against a root. Xe stumbled for half a step before recovering. Irritated, xe reached down to pluck the offending botanical from the ground, only to find it was not a root at all.

A long white piece of bone protruded from the ground. Iktan pulled at it, thinking it a human bone, but it spooled out twice as long as xir arm. It was a piece of a serpent spine. A winged serpent.

The butchers who had murdered the scions that night had slaughtered their great beasts, too.

To slaughter something so beautiful.

Iktan could not understand the waste of it. The ruin.

What monster would dare?

I will find out and pay them back tenfold.

A satisfying vow. One xe would enjoy keeping.

Iktan broke off the tip of the serpent spine and tucked the bone in xir pocket.

A symbol of the oath made here today.

As the sun came up and the Sovran of Hokaia’s pyramid mound rose in the foreground, Iktan hummed a happy tune. Xir mood had improved considerably, and Iktan looked forward to the rising dawn.

Excited for the future and all the bloodshed that it promised.
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CITY OF TOVA

YEAR 1 OF THE CROW


He comes to the feast

An honored guest.

To quench the thirst for vengeance

And fill the righteous tharm.

— Prayer to the Odo Sedoh, recorded at a meeting of the Odohaa



Serapio stalked the halls of the Golden Eagle Great House, shadow billowing like a cloak around him, obsidian knives in each hand. The veins on his neck ran like black rivers under his skin, and ink-colored tears dripped down his hollowed cheeks.

And everywhere he went, death followed.

The trail of dead was testament to his passing, and yet his enemies still came.

A figure barreled in from his right: charging feet, a cry of defiance on doomed lips.

Serapio felt a rush of wind from the swing of a spear that parted the air as it came. He ducked, letting it pass overhead. Now low, he sank his blades into his attacker’s legs. The warrior stumbled, audacity turning to screams of agony. Serapio rose, spinning, as graceful as death itself. He wrenched the Shield’s spear free, reversed it, and plunged it through the warrior’s chest. There was a moment of resistance—bone that did not want to concede.

Serapio persisted.

A startled exhale as flint-tipped spear found flesh and proceeded to beating heart. The Golden Eagle Shield collapsed, dead.

Serapio retrieved his knives and moved on.

He turned a corner. Bowstrings sang out as arrows were loosed from their cradles.

Serapio threw his arms high. Shadow and flesh fused and became black wings. The arrows thudded harmlessly against his feathered armor.

He flung a winged arm out, and barbed quills sped toward his enemies, their tips sharp as any blade. He heard their screams as they fell, pierced through.

He came to the end of a hallway. A cold breeze swept down a staircase.

He lifted his head. Breathed in the frigid air. Above him was the aviary.

He listened, waiting. No sound came to his ears. No Shield with spears or bow and nothing of the great eagles that gave the clan their name. But he had not expected much resistance, was surprised he had encountered any at all. Most of Golden Eagle had fled with their matron months ago, leaving only a limited contingent of Shield behind to protect the scions who had not run when they had the opportunity.

And now it was too late.

Satisfied that he had cleared the halls nearest him, he called to his crows. Within minutes a dozen corvids swept down the stairs and circled around him, a tornado of beak and claw.

“Search the Great House,” he instructed the flock. “Every room, every nook, any place a person might hide. Let no Golden Eagle escape judgment today. If you find them, harry them out, and I will come.”

The black storm screamed their reply, and then they were off, swift wings traveling through passageways and breeching chamber doors where only Eagle scions had lived for centuries.

The old ways are dead, Serapio thought. I bring a new order, and those who do not submit will know only suffering.

But his new world did not come without personal cost. Exhaustion nipped at him like an unruly hatchling, demanding his attention, but he had no time to rest. His enemies were everywhere. Here, in his own city, even within his own clan. Somewhere out there, across the Crescent Sea, where the Treaty cities gathered their armies. Even in the heavens, where the enemies of the crow god grew restless as he fought to keep Tova in his shadowy grip.

They would come for him eventually, all of them. Serapio knew it like he knew the pace of his own heartbeat, the taste of rage against his tongue.

And he must be ready.

But here in the empty hallway, blood-spattered and battle-weary, Serapio could steal a moment of rest while his crows searched. He pressed his back against a nearby wall, head tilted, eyes closed. Exhaustion became enervation, and he slid to the floor, retreating into himself.

Time passed. The adrenaline that had fueled his rampage faded. The darkness that crawled beneath his skin receded. To anyone who saw him now, he would look like a man stealing a nap when he could… save the bodies in his wake.

Familiar footsteps approached. Serapio stirred, ever alert, but did not stand. One more moment, he told himself.

Maaka, the leader of his Tuyon, paused a good length away. Serapio lifted his head. “Speak,” he commanded, voice soft with fatigue.

“The scions await, Odo Sedoh.”

“How many?”

“Thirty.”

“Only scions. No Shield?”

“All were put to the knife.”

He held out a hand, and Maaka helped him to his feet. “Take me to them.”

As they walked, a crow soared down the corridor. It landed on Serapio’s shoulder. He absently stroked a finger across its head. “Have you or the others found anything, little one?” he asked the bird.

The corvid clicked a negative reply.

“Then perhaps you will stay and be my eyes?”

The crow assented, and Serapio reached out with his mind. What had once required star pollen came as naturally as breath, and he knew he was as much crow as he was man. He blinked once, twice, and the world around him came into focus. Stone floors, stone walls, flickering resin lanterns that did little to hold back the darkness.

And dead men. Twisted, eyes staring, blood pooling slick on the floor. Made so by his hand.

He turned his attention to Maaka.

Maaka was much the same as he always was. Stout and barrel-chested, a head shorter than Serapio. His blood armor gleamed in the lantern light that lit the halls, the crowskull helmet casting a sinister shadow along the gore-specked walls. Maaka had once had a warmth and earnestness about him, a trait that had made him a natural leader among the Odohaa. Likewise, his passionate sermons had converted many to the worship of the crow god when such practice was forbidden by the Watchers. But on the night of his ascension, Serapio had demanded Maaka slit his own throat. The pious man had balked at first, seemingly not as devoted to his god as he had thought himself to be. But in the end, he had done as Serapio demanded. Ever since, Maaka had become taciturn and rote, a chastened prophet who made a loyal guard, willing to obey with an unquestioning myopia that Serapio found both refreshing and disquieting. He had no doubt that if he asked Maaka to murder his loved ones and throw himself into the Tovasheh River, the man would be widowed and airborne before Serapio finished speaking.

“Is there anything I should know?” Serapio asked.

“They are defiant.”

“They must have known this day would come.”

“An eagle cannot change its feathers.”

Serapio’s smile was grim. “The same could be said of crows.”

“They are no Crows, Odo Sedoh.” Maaka sounded slightly offended, as if Serapio had suggested something both obvious and impossible. Serapio was tempted to reply, but the commander of his Tuyon often failed to understand Serapio’s conflicted opinions about his mother Saaya’s clan, so Serapio let his words sit behind his teeth, unspoken.

They arrived at the threshold to the great room, two imposing cedar doors emblazoned with eagles in flight. Maaka threw open the doors, and Serapio entered. The Golden Eagle great room was round and made of lime-washed adobe brick, much like the Carrion Crow great room. It stretched three stories to the ceiling above. Long, narrow windows circled the high edge like a collared necklace. The shadowy rays of the black sun filtered down across the washed walls and floors, casting the room in speckled half-light.

Along the far wall was a dais, and on the dais was a throne, a bench carved from pale stone where the matron had once sat and ruled her clan. The throne was painted gold, but the color had faded and chipped over time, much like the glory of the clan itself. Along the walls were depictions of various matrons, also grown dim with age.

A chronicle of their clan mothers, Serapio thought. They make fitting witnesses to Golden Eagle’s end.

He took the steps of the dais two at a time and settled on the throne. There, at the doorway and along the curving walls, were thirty soldiers pulled from the ranks of the Odohaa new recruits. They each carried an obsidian-tipped spear and a black blade sheathed at their belts. They were divided into groups of five and commanded by six of his thirteen Tuyon, themselves imposing in their blood armor, crow skulls, and spears. But it was not the eerie armor or the weapons that made the scions in the center of the room tremble; it was the Tuyon themselves. They exuded something unnatural, something of death and what comes after. It permeated the space, smelling of old bones, crow must, and a vow sealed by violence.

He could see the fear in the eyes of what remained of the Golden Eagle scions as they huddled before him, faces as wan and starved as the paintings around him. For the past months, Golden Eagle had been living off scraps, severed from the other clans and the rest of the city as punishment for their matron’s treason. Serapio had been content to let them rot, shunned and hated. But Golden Eagle had been unwilling. Instead, they had festered and infected Tova with their treachery.

And now it was up to him to cleanse the wound.

He motioned Maaka close. “Call forward any servants.”

“Those of you who serve the Eagle, step forward.”

The crowd shuffled nervously, but no one moved.

“Step forward!” Maaka hammered the butt of his spear into the floor, the resulting boom echoing off the rounded walls.

Reluctantly, a few detached themselves from the larger group.

“And the children,” Serapio added.

Parents pushed their offspring forward even less willingly, but they did as commanded. Many of the youngest ran to cling to the skirts of the maids. One man dressed in frayed livery scooped up a boy of perhaps five and pressed his cheek protectively against his own. A blanket-wrapped infant handed from mother to nursemaid sniffled in protest.

“Leave us.” Serapio gestured toward the servants. “And take the children.”

They hesitated, confused, until a woman, silver-haired and wearing a white dress stained to gray, exchanged quiet words with the group. When the soldiers approached to remove them, she patted arms and shoulders in reassurance. Slowly, the servants and children shuffled out, eyes wide, limbs shaking.

Only the adult scions of the clan, those of privilege and power, remained.

Serapio studied them, noting each sweating brow, every rapid inhale.

“Do you know who I am?” he asked.

Defiant silence was his only answer, but he could smell the thick odor of their terror, hear their nervous feet scuffing against the floor.

He sighed. “This will not do.” He cast about the room. “You.” He pointed to the silver-haired woman who had calmed the servants. “What is your name?”

She lifted her chin and met his black gaze with eyes the color of jade. She had the bearing of a woman who was used to being obeyed, and she, out of them all, was unafraid. “I am Suuakeh Golden Eagle.”

Serapio tilted his head slightly toward Maaka, asking a question.

“The matron’s mother,” Maaka supplied.

Serapio could not quite keep the surprise from his face. He had not expected the matron to leave her own mother behind when she fled. He studied the woman for some sign that she understood the danger she was in and was not disappointed. The too-straight back, as if she had to force herself to outward calm, the slight flexing of her right hand. What he had taken for fearlessness was practiced fortitude… and a plan.

He smiled.

“Did you search them all for weapons?” he asked Maaka, his voice too low for anyone else to hear.

“Yes, Odo Sedoh.”

“Even the matron’s mother?”

“She is an old woman.” The excuse was feeble, and Maaka knew it as soon as the words passed his lips. He made to move, but Serapio pressed a restraining hand against his arm. “Wait. Let us see what she does.”

He turned back to Suuakeh and repeated his earlier question. “Do you know who I am?”

“The Carrion King.” Her voice was mocking.

Carrion King.

He had heard the name whispered through the city, a play on both his affiliation with Carrion Crow and his slaughter of the Watchers.

“Your daughter has betrayed you, Suuakeh. All of you. And your city. Even now she is in Hokaia plotting Tova’s fall, and all in this room abet her.”

He paused, but there were no murmurs of disbelief. No muttered challenges.

“And none of you denies it.” He steepled his hands, tapping his fingers together in thought. “I have been patient with Golden Eagle. Understanding.”

“You have ruined us!” Suuakeh’s voice quaked with rage.

“Golden Eagle should have come to me at Sun Rock when I called the other clans and they pledged their loyalty. Then your matron’s actions might not have stained her kin.”

“Never!” Her voice rang through the hall, bounced off the fading portraits of the women who had forged her clan. “We will not bow to a man, and never to a usurper. You are nothing, a passing terror, and once you are gone, Golden Eagle will remain.”

In that you are wrong, old woman.

“I admire your loyalty,” he said, “but it is misplaced. And so I give you one last chance to renounce your clan and join a united Tova in this war.”

“You ask me to fight against my own daughter.”

“A daughter who has betrayed her city and left you to die.” He raised his voice. “Left all of you to die.” They said nothing, not even Suuakeh, although she flexed her hand, again, as if it was empty when it desired to be filled.

Serapio leaned forward. “But you did not stay to die for nothing, did you?”

The woman had lowered her head as he spoke, but she looked up now, her eyes wide. For the first time, Serapio saw something like understanding cross her face.

Ah, now you know why I am here and how you have failed.

He said, “My people have intercepted a spy bound for Hokaia with drawings of Tova’s defenses in the Eastern districts. Not only drawings but information disclosing our numbers along the front lines, maps of our supply houses.” He paused, letting the implied accusation fill the room.

The stink of fear grew stronger.

He motioned one of the Tuyon forward.

The guard carried a basket tucked under his arm, and at Serapio’s direction, he came to a stop at the foot of the dais.

“Show them,” the Carrion King commanded.

The guard unceremoniously dumped the basket’s contents across the polished floor. A low gasp went up from the families, and someone, a man, groaned, as a tawny-haired head rolled to a stop before Suuakeh’s feet. The elderly woman swayed, hands raised as if to ward off the sight.

“He is one of yours.” Serapio was not asking.

Suuakeh’s gaze stayed fixed on the dead man’s severed head. Her voice had been granite before, but now it was as cracked and brittle as early winter frost. “He was my grandson.”

Not a child of the matron’s, as she had only daughters, but perhaps a nephew. He did not know Nuuma Golden Eagle, but he found her careless with her people. “He confessed immediately and therefore did not suffer.”

“Your mercy is a cruelty, Lord Crow, if you name him a coward.”

“I have given you chance after chance to repent, and yet you seem determined to die,” Serapio mused. His eyes raked the room. Nothing. He shook his head. “So be it. The council of matrons has declared you enemies of the city. They believe the city is safest with all of you dead.”

A woman near the back began to cry. No one bothered to comfort her.

Maaka, who had been standing quietly by Serapio’s side, spoke. “There is also the war college.”

“Golden Eagle is innocent of the slaughter at the war college!” Suuakeh’s protest came quickly.

“And yet none of the Golden Eagle scions died,” Serapio observed. “Surely you do not expect us to believe this a coincidence. That your children lived while the other children of the Sky Made were murdered in their beds?”

Word of the slaughter had come on the tongues of traders bringing goods and news from Hokaia before the spearmaidens had closed the border. It had been so outrageous, so depraved, that at first the clans had not believed it. Those who studied at the war college were some of the most loved of the scions, children of the matrons’ extended families themselves. To slaughter them in their sleep. It did not seem a thing possible.

And yet it had happened. Someone murdered every Sky Made scion as they slept, save Golden Eagle. Others had survived, children of Cuecola and Hokaia, Barach and Huecha. But no one who called Tova home.

The matrons had come to Serapio demanding justice, and he had promised them blood, aware that the war college slaughter had done more to bring the clans to his side than anything he might have done himself. The matrons hated him, but now they hated Hokaia and Golden Eagle a bit more.

Serapio stood.

“Your house is defiled. Rebuke it, or you will be known forever as murderers and betrayers. A debt you will pay with your lives.”

“And what of the children you sent away?” Suuakeh asked. “Would you stain them with our perceived sins even though they had no hand in it?”

Serapio spread his hands. “I am not without mercy, although you may consider this kindness a cruelty, too. Your clan must die today, but your children need not. They will be taken into households in the other clans, made to swear fealty to them. Become their children. You will not see them again, but they will live.”

“This is heresy!” a man shouted.

“This,” Serapio growled, “is war. So choose. Live… or die as Golden Eagle.”

The woman who had been weeping shoved her way through the crowd. She stumbled to the front, falling to her knees a hairbreadth from the severed head of Suuakeh’s grandson.

“I choose to live!” she wailed. “To renounce my clan, my family! Mercy, Odo Sedoh! Mercy!”

Suuakeh flinched as if she had been struck. “You would be a traitor to your clan?” she hissed at the kneeling woman. “Even though Nuuma trusted us to stay and perform our duty? You knew the risks.”

“Nuuma is not here. It is not her throat he will cut.”

“He will not cut your throat,” Suuakeh declared. “I will.”

The old woman moved with a speed that belied her age, and before the Tuyon could react, Suuakeh had a blade in her right hand. She plunged it into the woman’s neck. The traitorous woman tumbled over, hand clutching at the torn flesh.

Shouts erupted from the crowd, horror sweeping through the room.

Serapio motioned, and two Odohaa soldiers rushed to subdue the old woman. She did not fight them, and soon she was restrained between them.

Serapio felt Maaka shift beside him. Shame radiated from his hunched shoulders. Good. He would not make the mistake of underestimating even the seemingly harmless among their enemies again. Loyalty was good. Competence was better.

“I thought you meant that knife for me, old woman.” Serapio’s voice was mild.

Suuakeh’s gaze was unflinching. “If I could get close enough to carve your black heart out, I would try with my last breath. But I see you now, what you are, and know I cannot. But her?” She spit at the woman bleeding out on the floor. “Golden Eagle suffers no traitors.”

“Then you understand why I cannot ignore what your clan has done.”

“You wish to take my life?” Her upper lip curled in contempt. “I will not give you the satisfaction.”

She wrenched free of the guards and lunged toward the dying woman. The soldiers scrambled after her, but their footing was precarious on the blood-slick floor, and they could not stop her before she had ripped the knife from the dead woman’s neck. Serapio thought for a moment she might try to kill him after all, but instead, she drew the blade across her own throat.

Jade eyes stayed fixed on Serapio as blood poured down across her chest. She moved her mouth to hurl one last curse at him, but it was too late. Her knees buckled, and, choking on blood, Suuakeh fell dead.

Quiet filled the room, the remaining scions shocked to silence.

The shadow’s hunger awoke within him, as if it were a living thing separate from himself. Magic rose, uncalled, the veins in his neck blackening, ink-colored tears pooling in his bottomless eyes.

“Travel well, Suuakeh Golden Eagle,” he murmured. And then, to Maaka, his voice already shifting to something not wholly him, “Kill them.”

Maaka gestured, and the Carrion King’s soldiers moved as one.



Outside of what was once the Golden Eagle Great House, Serapio stood facing the canyon that divided Tova into north and south. He could hear the rush of the Tovasheh below, feel the breeze that gently swayed the bridge that would take them back to Sun Rock, now called Shadow Rock, and the fortress he had built there. The small crow that had lent him its sight had stayed close on his shoulder, as if it sensed his unquiet mind and hoped to soothe him. Serapio absently worried its glossy feathers, his callused fingertips running across the corvid’s head.

Maaka came to him, bloody and weary. “It is done. The scions of Golden Eagle are no more.”

“And what of the ordinary citizens?” Serapio asked. The streets of Tsay were deserted, the common folk of the district huddled in their homes, no doubt awaiting their fate. “Can they be trusted, Maaka? Or will they turn against us, as their matron did? As their great families did? Will they fight for Tova, or will they betray her?”

Maaka did not answer at first, giving the question the consideration it deserved. When he finally spoke, he was matter-of-fact. “It cannot be known.”

No, it could not.

“What do they wish from me?” Serapio murmured, more to himself.

But Maaka heard and said, his voice a question, “Odo Sedoh?”

“Do they wish me to slaughter them all? Pave my path to power with their blood?”

“It has been done before.”

Yes, and he had done it himself. What were Sun Rock and his destruction of the Watchers but a path to power paved with blood? He had not seen it that way at the time, caught in his destiny and his god’s fervor, but that was naivete. He was naive no longer.

Maaka said, “You could speak to them, tell them of the dangers…”

“I am no populist to sway them with speeches,” Serapio demurred, a truth they both knew, made even more evident by the encounter with Suuakeh Golden Eagle.

The leader of the Tuyon shifted on unhappy feet. He had once had the gift of oration, but he was no god reborn. He had helped clear Serapio’s way, but only the Odo Sedoh could lead.

“Then it is by blood,” Maaka said.

“Yes.” My way is death. Serapio knew it. He had always known it. Even if he wished otherwise.

He dusted his palms against his padded shirt and turned to Maaka.

“Burn the district to the ground. Kill any who try to stop you, but otherwise allow everyone—the women, the children, the commoners—to leave. Those who were once Golden Eagle shall never make their home in this district again. Shall never call themselves Golden Eagle again. Their clan is now anathema. Every door shall be barred to those of that name. Every tongue shall speak against them. Let the people be scattered so they must depend upon the mercy of the other clans. Let the name Golden Eagle mean nothing but ash and mourning from this day forward.”

Maaka did not flinch. “It will be done.”

Serapio was the Odo Sedoh, and once that had been enough. It was still enough for men like Maaka who would follow him unquestioningly down a road crimson with carnage.

But Serapio knew that he had become something else, too. Something beyond mere destiny. Something grotesque. Something more.

The matron’s mother had called him Carrion King.

Called him black-hearted.

She was not wrong.






[image: ] CHAPTER 5


THE NORTHERN WASTES

YEAR 1 OF THE CROW


Dream well, for there is nothing so powerful or so fragile as a dream.

—From The Manual of the Dreamwalkers, by Seuq, a spearmaiden



Naranpa walked among the bones of gods looking for godflesh.

It had rained the night before, soaking the small village of Charna, the place that the former Sun Priest and current avatar of the sun god had called home for the last three months. It was the first moisture that had not simply been an exhalation of cold spittle from gray clouds since she had arrived, and her teacher, Kupshu, had assured her that it was a sure sign that winter was finally over, even in these far northern climes.

And so Naranpa had risen in the hour before dawn when a thick mist still hung over the lakeside on which Charna squatted, and she had gone to the graveyard. It was an hour’s walk to the great mounded hoodoos of calcified rocks where legend held that the gods had died. Some in battle, some from ennui. Others from loneliness or remorse or whatever other reason gods died. Legend held that some of the lesser gods haunted the graveyard, reduced to restless spirits and walking nightmares. It was a place one dared not spend a night, but it was reasonably safe during the day, if one kept her wits about her, and had her own god magic.

By the time Naranpa reached the graveyard, the mist had burned away, and the sun was out, sharp and bright. Even so, much of the graveyard remained cast in shadow, the narrow red-dirt path she followed well shaded by the high, round canyons. She stepped lightly, knowing what looked like a solid patch of earth might only be a skin of red mud quick to give way underfoot. Charna was full of stories of unlucky foragers who had stepped on such a false patch and plunged to their deaths.

Her eyes searched for the elusive fungus that only grew here and only after wet, rainy nights and only in the scant months of spring. So far, she had found none. Even with the rain, the small bell-shaped mushroom was rare and hard to find. But Kupshu had assured her that there would be colonies of it hidden in the patchy, needle-sharp grass, so she continued to look.

“You will need it for what comes next,” the old woman had said before she sent her out.

“But don’t you have some right there?” Naranpa had looked meaningfully at the shelves of dried herbs that lined the walls of Kupshu’s round two-room house.

“Better if you find your own.”

“I don’t see why.”

“Of course you don’t. That’s why I’m the teacher and you’re the pupil.”

Naranpa, who had been a pupil for most of her life in some way or another, had not argued but had donned her cloak, taken up one of the collection baskets that hung by the door, and gone.

A speck of brown edging white rock caught her eye. She stooped to bend back the weedy grass around it and found a cluster of bell-shaped fungi sprouting off veined white stalks. She took the trowel from her basket and, kneeling, dug carefully around the entire troop, plucking the sacred fruit from the earth.

Naranpa smiled, pleased. There were at least a dozen individual stalks in the cluster. Surely Kupshu could not complain, although the old woman would likely find her at fault somehow. It was the nature of their relationship. Naranpa faltered, and Kupshu corrected. But in truth, Naranpa did not mind it.

It felt familiar.

After her first find, spotting the godflesh became easier, and by the time the sun had crossed half the sky, she had found another four clusters and decided that it was time to return home.

The walk back to Charna was pleasant. The village of no more than a hundred sat along the rocky black banks of the lake. Kupshu had told her it was called the Lake of Flames in the language of the Northern Wastes. It had been formed when the coyote god’s heel struck the earth, and later the crater had filled with the tears of his sister. An interesting tale. Naranpa had never heard that the coyote god had a sister. Kupshu had assured her there were many things Naranpa did not know, so what was another?

The lake was also where the golden scales of the sun god had been found, taken back to Hokaia to be mixed with the blood of a sacrifice and forged into the Sun Priest’s mask.

Now, with the sun stretching across the vast flat water, Naranpa could see how it had earned its name. Streaks of red and orange spread across the lake, giving the distinct impression that the watery surface burned.

Kupshu was boiling water when Naranpa pushed open the door. She set the basket on the table and dropped onto a nearby bench.

Her teacher hobbled over. “Let me see.”

Naranpa pulled back the cloth she had laid over the godflesh to keep it moist. “I think you will be pleased.”

The woman had a stirring stick, and she gently poked at the fungi, moving them this way and that to examine the gills on the underside and the veiny stems.

“Good,” she declared, and Naranpa could not help the small joy she felt at pleasing her teacher. She’d always been a good student.

“Now you’re ready to Walk,” Kupshu added.

“What, now?” She sat up straighter. “Tonight?”

“Tomorrow. When they dry a bit.”

“Tomorrow is so soon.”

Kupshu’s thinning eyebrows rose. “Did you not come here to learn how to enter the realm of the gods? You have been preparing for a month. It is time.”

A thrill of terror shivered down Naranpa’s spine. She had been waiting for this day ever since she had arrived and found the old woman. Naranpa had concealed her identity, content to simply be a pilgrim seeking ancient knowledge from a willing teacher. Here, she was not the Sun Priest of Tova and certainly not the avatar of the sun god. It had taken her weeks to even convince Kupshu to speak to her, and then more weeks of backbreaking labor hauling rocks and wash water and anything else the old woman demanded for Naranpa to prove she was a worthy student. Only later, from other villagers, had she learned that Kupshu had not taken on any pupils for a score of years, and those had never stayed, certainly never been deemed worthy of dreamwalking.

Naranpa had outlasted them all, even though part of her had worried that Kupshu would never declare her ready. But she had, and the moment could not be delayed any longer.

“If you’re afraid…” Kupshu thrust her chin toward the door pointedly.

“No,” Naranpa replied hastily. “I came all this way, learned this much.”

“Then hang the godflesh by the fire, and by this time tomorrow, you will be Walking in the realms of the gods.” The woman scratched at her bent back. “Until then, go chop some wood. I’ll need more, and I’m getting too old for chores.”

Naranpa hauled herself back onto already tired feet. “Sometimes I think you took me in only so you’d have someone to chop wood for you.”

“Bah,” Kupshu grumbled, turning back to her boiling pot. But she did not deny it.



The next day felt like both the longest and the shortest day of Naranpa’s life. Sunset found her sitting on a mat on Kupshu’s dirt floor, a cup of godflesh tea in her hands.

“Tell me again what I must do.” She looked down at the innocuous liquid in the cup. Once she drank it, she knew she would be irrecoverably changed. She had stopped denying that magic existed. How could she believe otherwise when fire burned in her hands, and she could change her shape simply by willing it? But she had not asked for those things. The sun god had chosen her, and she had been the vessel to her divine power. Drinking the tea was a choice, an act of will. Now she would embrace gods and magic and everything that accompanied it. The logic and reason she had once clung to at the tower seemed very far away.

“You must do the same thing that we have practiced every day without the tea.”

“So I am not actually asleep.”

Kupshu sighed pointedly.

“I just don’t understand why they call it dreamwalking if I’m only meditating and not asleep.”

“You’re stalling. Do it, or don’t. It doesn’t matter to me. But if you want to know your god—”

“Yes, yes.” Her fear was foolish, and she was sick of being afraid. Naranpa drank. The brew tasted like earth and ice, the edge bitter and strange on her tongue.

“All of it!”

She swallowed until the cup was empty and handed it back. Kupshu set it aside.

“Now what?” Naranpa asked.

“Where is your talisman?”

Naranpa wore a small carving of a long-tailed firebird on a strip of hide around her neck. She lifted it up for inspection.

“Take it in hand,” her teacher instructed. “When you are unsure if you dream or wake, look at your talisman. It will tell you what is true.”

Naranpa clasped the talisman against her palm.

The old woman lit a disk of fragrant peat and let the smoke curl around the room. “Close your eyes and build your house.”

The first thing Kupshu had taught her was to build a house inside her head. It could be any kind of house, and it would serve as her retreat and tether once she was in the dreamworld. At first, Naranpa had sought to construct a place like the celestial tower, but as she erected the column in her mind, she realized the tower was not a place of safety anymore. She discarded it and instead fashioned something entirely different.

A round house built into a cliff wall, a painted handmaiden flower beside the door, its three bladelike leaves peeling back from the starburst center. And on the door itself, a blazing sun. It was the house promised to her by the bosses of the Maw, her once-allies, when she saved her brother from torture and signed her name in their book. But with Denaochi’s death and her abdication as matron of Coyote clan, the Handmaiden became a place that would never be, except for a time, while she dreamed. For that brief moment, the Handmaiden could exist both in her mind and in her heart.

She concentrated, bringing the house to life, and soon the structure felt so real that she was sure that if she ran probing fingers along the walls, they would be solid beneath her touch.

She entered it now, its rooms comfortable and familiar to her after days of practice, as if they truly existed on some busy, happy street in the Maw.

Kupshu’s distant voice said, “To your workroom.”

Naranpa went to her library, a perfect place at the heart of the Handmaiden. Shelves of books and manuscripts lined the walls. There were benches for study, rich tapestries and rugs warmed the room, and a wide wooden table held a teapot and all the tools a scholar and scribe might need, should she wish to write: colored inks, hair-tipped writing pens, lime-bleached bark.

A feeling of joy suffused her. This was the place she loved most. The place where she was safest. The place she was meant to be, even if only in her imagination.

“Stay focused,” Kupshu warned. “This is no time to let yourself wander. You must control the dream, not the other way around.”

Naranpa understood. Even in her altered state, she corralled her thoughts, glancing down at her talisman to ground herself. The carving shifted on her palm, one minute the familiar firebird, the next the handmaiden flower.

She swallowed hard. That had never happened before.

She was in the dreamworld.

Teacher and pupil had decided that for her first Walk, Naranpa would simply try to peer into the dreams of others. Kupshu had explained that it was easiest to see into the dreams of loved ones, people to whom the dreamwalker had a connection. Her first thought was of Denaochi, but Kupshu had warned that the dreams of the dead were a treacherous place. Best to stay with the living.

So she released the thoughts of her brother and turned to the other person she cared about the most: Iktan.

She did not know if the Priest of Knives lived or not, but she could not contemplate that xe would be dead. Iktan had once assured her that xe was very hard to kill, and she clung to that promise with all the hope her heart could muster.

“Have you chosen?” Kupshu’s voice drifted down to her like echoes on the wind.

“Yes,” she murmured. She looked around her vast library. Thousands upon thousands of volumes on every wall, as far as the eye could see. More than existed in any library in the Meridian, more books and scrolls, perhaps, than existed in all the world.

And every one of them a person and their dreams.

It was a conceit, a way of organizing the dreamworld that Kupshu had taught her. The method varied from Walker to Walker. Kupshu had explained that when she herself Walked, she organized the myriad of dreams in the world into small clay jars, much the way she organized her precious herbs. For Naranpa, dreams were books.

She moved through the library, her talisman in hand. She glanced down, and now instead of the handmaiden, the talisman had morphed into a black-bladed knife. Her hand closed around it, and the edges of the blade bit into her flesh. She gasped loudly at the pain, and blood welled along the cuts in her palm.

“Control!” Kupshu hissed. “Whatever you see, control it!”

It is not real, she reminded herself. It is only a dream. Your dream. Control it, Nara. Control it!

Naranpa concentrated, willing the knife to change, the blood to be gone. When she looked again, her flesh was whole and uninjured, and the knife had shifted back into a handmaiden flower. She was ready.

She approached the first shelf, envisioning what she needed. Before her was a red-spined book. She pulled the title free.

The book was warm in her hands. Alive. It pulsed like a beating heart, and if she held it to her nose, she knew that she would smell the coppery tinge of fresh blood.

It was Iktan’s dreaming world.

Hands shaking, breath held behind tight lips, she opened the volume.

At first, nothing happened. There were pages, but the writing upon them was gibberish, suggestions of glyphs and markings that, if she tried to read them, were not actual words or ideas.

And then she was somewhere else.

A scorched wasteland of blackened earth and charred bones. Lightning flashed overhead, briefly illuminating clouds the purple and green of an aging bruise. A lone figure crouched on the ground in the distance, draped in white.

Naranpa’s hand clutched around her talisman, which now fluttered between knife and flower like a locust’s wings.

She imagined herself closer, and suddenly, she was there. The white-clad figure was Iktan, as she had known it would be. Xe was searching for something, digging through ash and dirt, throwing bones and branches aside in a desperate flurry of motion. Iktan’s hands were bloody, not just from the ripped nails and cut skin that were the wages of this strange excavation but up to the elbows, as if xe had dipped xir arms in a vat of blood.

Naranpa held a hand to her mouth, horrified. The dream was more nightmare than anything else, and a sense of hopelessness pervaded the dark landscape.

Kupshu had warned her not to interfere in dreams. She was only to observe, to see what there was to see. Her whole venture into the dreamworld was meant to expand her consciousness to the god realm and to make room for the sun god’s presence. It was not to spy, and certainly not to interfere.

But she could not leave Iktan this way, even in dreams. If she could offer a little comfort, she must.

Her first instinct was to touch, but Kupshu had warned her again and again not to interact directly with a dreamer, lest Naranpa get sucked into the dream and lose her sanity. No, whatever she did had to be something natural to the dream itself.

She remembered a knife Iktan had once given her. Xir first gift to her, in fact, when they were both desperate for a friend. A small thing, the kind of ceremonial knife one might give a child for their birthday or to mark a special occasion. The hilt had been carved into a winged serpent, jade flecks for eyes.

She conjured it now in the dreamworld, imagined it buried deep in the dirt where Iktan’s hands scoured the earth. It was something for xir to find, something that might put an end to this miserable digging and remind Iktan that xe was not alone.

Iktan, who had been a whirlwind of motion since she had arrived, froze. Xe felt around in the hole xe had dug, and slowly, tentatively, pulled out the knife.

Xe looked at it in wonder, eyes wide.

“Nara?” xe asked, and Iktan’s emotions—ache, regret, fear, rage, and love, so much love—tore through her as if the feelings were her own.

Iktan crumbled inward, body folding over knees, face buried in hands, and wept.

Wept. Quietly, and then in great gasping heaves, xir whole body shaking.

Oh, skies, this was a mistake! Naranpa backed away. She had not meant this. Had only meant to comfort. Iktan did not weep, did not crumble. In all their years, she had never seen her friend like this.

This is not the real Iktan, she reminded herself. This is an Iktan born in a nightmare.

And suddenly, they were not alone but surrounded on all sides. Women with half-painted faces, others with shells woven in their hair, and yet others in cloaks of eagle feathers.

They circled, Iktan still weeping and unaware. Naranpa watched in horror as they attacked. Spears pierced xir back, black knives opened wounds that turned xir white robe to crimson. They struck again and again with blades, fists, even feet.

And Iktan did not fight back but stayed hunched over the small knife, cradling it as if it was something precious and rare.

No! Naranpa screamed. Unthinking, all her caution gone in the moment, she barreled through Iktan’s attackers, pushing the dream women aside. But as she touched them, they turned on her, eyes red and menacing. Not women at all but monsters, something dark and violent that wanted very much to hurt her.

She backed away, her hand closing around the talisman at her neck. It cut her hand, a bladed knife, and she remembered her focus.

Take me to the Handmaiden! she thought, and then she was tumbling back, back, out of the desolate dreamscape, into her library, down the hallway, and out the door, watching it slam, a thunderclap reverberating through her bones. And then she was back in her body, lungs heaving, heart racing, struggling to breathe.

Her eyes flew open. She was back in Kupshu’s house.

She stared at the talisman in her hand. It was the long-tailed firebird.

She gasped as the world came back into focus, and Kupshu was forcing a cup into her hands.

“Drink, drink!”

Naranpa swallowed it down. It was horrid. A slimy thickness clung to her tongue, and she gagged. She felt her gorge rising. Kupshu held out a bucket, and Naranpa vomited into it. Again and again, until her stomach was empty. Until she fell onto the floor, exhausted, shaking, tears leaking from her eyes.

“Stupid girl,” Kupshu chided.

With effort, Naranpa looked up. The old woman stood over her.

“I told you not to interfere.”

“I didn’t mean to, but…” She shuddered at the memory of Iktan being torn apart.

“What did you do? Tell me exactly.”

“I… planted an object. Something important to the dreamer. As a comfort.”

“And what went wrong?”

She gathered herself. “It didn’t comfort them at all. It made things worse. And then there were people there with weapons, and they attacked the dreamer, and I tried to stop them, but they turned on me. And then I remembered my talisman and thought of the Handmaiden, and suddenly I was back in my body, and you were feeding me that vile drink.” She wiped at her mouth, the bitter taste lingering. “What was that, anyway?”

Her teacher stared at her long and hard, but Naranpa was too exhausted to care.

“Clean up the mess.” Kupshu toed the bucket of sick. “And drink all the water in the water jug. That vile drink, as you call it, expelled the godflesh from your body, but it’s best to drink water, anyway, to flush it out. And after, bathe with the root I gave you. Godflesh can linger in your sweat, cause you to walk in the dreamworld when you do not wish to and forget the difference between what is real and what is not.” She made a sign to ward away evil. “That way lies madness.”

The old woman shuffled to the door and paused. Naranpa thought she might chastise her once more for good measure, but instead she asked, “How was it?”

Naranpa considered lying to compensate for her mistake, but honesty won. “Glorious. Terrifying.”

Kupshu grunted. “Sounds about right.”

“Then I did not fail?”

Her teacher’s back was to her, but Naranpa thought she detected satisfaction in the set of her shoulders, the tilt of her head. “Quite the opposite.”

“So we will try again?” The experience had been frightening but also exhilarating. “When?”

“We wait. Too soon, and despite all our precautions, you tempt madness. Two days, and this time, you do not interfere with the dreamer.”

Naranpa lifted a hand in promise.

Once Kupshu was gone, Naranpa started to laugh. High and hysterical, part elation from the remnants of the drug, part the fear working out of her body.

And no matter how she tried, she could not stop.






[image: ] CHAPTER 6


CITY OF CUECOLA

YEAR 297 OF THE SUN


It is known that the Jaguar Prince was the Best of Us. A young Man of exceeding Wisdom and great Power. A master Sorcerer and learned Scholar. A Leader and a Friend. But even He succumbed to the Frenzy. Even He fell to the Spear.

—From A History of the Frenzy, by Teox, a historian of the Royal Library



Balam watched the girl move across the room and wondered who she was and why he had not seen her before. He knew all the heirs of the Seven Houses, and she was not one.

What she was, was extraordinary.

It was not just her clothes, although her black huipil with the silver starbursts was eye-catching. All the other heirs wore bright yellows and oranges, the epitome of fashion in Cuecola for the season. They lounged on benches, admiring the exotic birds Balam’s father had brought in for his cousin Tiniz’s welcome home party. They ate his father’s rare melons and stone fruits without a second thought for what they had cost to import to the city and how they had been sown, grown, and harvested. They knew only that they deserved them because their families were wealthy and powerful and privilege was the way of their world, and they did not question it.

But this girl in her unfashionable black was different. She didn’t giggle and preen and partake of the casual gluttony. She studied the room, much the way Balam studied her. Her big, dark eyes seemed to take them all in and, to Balam’s delight, judge them wanting.

Her gaze skimmed over him. Their eyes met.

Balam dipped his head, a small bow of appreciation. Her mouth turned down in disinterest before she glided out the far doors and onto the balcony beyond.

Disbelief like bitterroot on his tongue made him lightheaded. And then a strange warmness that felt like outrage spread through his limbs. He was not used to being dismissed.

But he was not angry. He was intrigued.

And suddenly, this dull party that he had dreaded had become quite interesting.

He had made to follow her out onto the balcony when someone called, “Balam!”

He thought to ignore it, determined to meet his new fascination, but Tiniz came bounding over. Xe may have been a dreaded Knife of the celestial tower only a few months ago, but anyone could see that Tiniz did not have the disposition of a killer.
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