
[image: Cover: She Who Rides the Storm, by Caitlin Sangster]


She Who Rides the Storm

“A tightly woven fantasy heist with memorable characters and a killer premise.”

–Brandon Sanderson, New York Times bestselling author

Caitlin Sangster






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: She Who Rides the Storm, by Caitlin Sangster, Margaret K. McElderry Books]







[image: Image]






To my SMB, which I still think is the funniest nickname you’ve tried to get me to call you.

—C. S.






CHAPTER 1 An Aukincer’s Pot


When Anwei stepped into the trade advisor’s private study, she smelled death. The odor burned in her nose, the dregs of it seared into the ornate desk chair, the walls. It was rank in the very air.

“Don’t touch anything,” she whispered to her partner, Knox, as he slipped through the window to stand next to her.

“I thought the point was to touch things.” Knox looked around the moonlit study. “Stealing usually requires physical contact.” He pulled off the scarf covering his face, caught Anwei’s pointed look at his bared nose and mouth, and grudgingly replaced it. The last year of working together had taught him to respect Anwei’s acute sense of smell, even if he didn’t really understand it.

Their contract was simple. Steal the original Trib figurine the trade advisor had acquired through blackmail. Get it to the magistrate by the next day. It had nothing to do with justice for the poor artist whose sought-after work had been stolen, so far as Anwei could tell. City wardens would have been put on the job instead of a thief if that were the case. No, it seemed more like the magistrate, whose jurists sent thieves and blackmailers to the shipping crews every day, just wanted the little Trib maiden for himself and was angry the governor’s trade advisor had gotten to it first.

Anwei walked over to the rose-carved desk at the center of the room, her eyes glued to the small copper pot that appeared to be the source of the noxious smell. Kneeling by the desk, she opened the advisor’s drawers one by one to look for the figurine, wishing the magistrate had warned her that this particular bureaucrat was messing around with an aukincer. The concoction in the pot was clearly an aukincer’s work—just the smell of it sent prickles down her throat with a silvery, sharp sort of glee, as if even inhaling the air near it would slice her lungs to ribbons. She didn’t want to think what ingesting it would do. But anyone stupid enough to go to an aukincer for magic instead of a healer for medicine deserved what they got.

Knox slid past the desk to inspect the shelves next to it. “Is that what I think it is?” He nodded to the pot. “You’re not going to try to witch the aukincer’s residue off me once we get out of here, are you?”

Anwei rolled her eyes. “If ‘witching’ would fix you, I would have done it a long time ago, Knox.” She pulled open the last two desk drawers, her mind jumping to the list of herbs that would best counter the toxic cloud coming from the pot. She closed the final drawer with a delicate click. No figurine.

No figurine—and no sign of what Anwei was actually looking for in this house either.

The sky-cursed stench of aukincy made it impossible to smell much of anything else in this room. She stood and turned to check the display behind the desk. If the tip that had led her to this house was wrong, she was going to crack some Crowteeth heads. It had been two years since she’d had a solid lead, and if her gang contacts thought they could mess with her—

“Aukincers don’t even promise more years of being young.” Knox’s whisper made Anwei look up. He was by the window, lifting the reed blind to look out. “Just more years—and probably cursed years too, since it’s all supposed to come from forbidden shapeshifter magic. If it were between dying when I’m old and bent, and dying when I’m a few years more old and bent—”

“We all know how you feel about medicine, Knox. Not that this abomination counts as medicine. Even shapeshifters would turn their noses up at this stuff. Why are you over there?”

“We all?” He smirked. “Is that the royal ‘we,’ or have you started sampling your own herbs?”

“Did you hear something out there?” The beginnings of worry pulled Anwei’s limbs tight as he replaced the blind. “We should have three more minutes before the guards do a sweep.”

“I thought I heard footsteps.” He turned from the window. “Maybe I imagined it.”

Knox didn’t imagine things like footsteps. “Let’s get this done and get out of here, just in case. Help me with these last shelves.” Anwei moved toward the case flanking the door, then froze midstep when something other than the stink of aukincy hit her nose. A flare of anticipation burst through her. She stood still, taking a much longer, deeper breath, and sorted through the scents: the sharp bite of ink; the deep, earthy musk of the wooden desk; the sour tang of the wool rug, with coppery aftertones for the dye.

Anwei breathed out. She smelled nothing that mattered.

Barely stopping herself from swearing, Anwei turned her attention to the case she’d meant to search. Two years since she’d found even a hint of her brother’s killer in this sweltering cook pot of a city. Two years since the letter that had sent her running to Chaol. He’d been here, and then he’d disappeared.

Frustration brewed inside Anwei. The tip to investigate the trade advisor had been so promising—and then she’d gotten a request to take something from this very house. It had been perfect. But every lead that came through Anwei’s system of contacts throughout the Commonwealth seemed perfect to her. That was what hope did to you. It made you see things that weren’t really there.

Arun’s face seemed to be imprinted on every surface in the little study—the desk, the walls, the stupid pot—her twin’s expression just as aggressively bored as the day he’d tried to persuade her to sneak away from the town council meeting back on Beilda. The last time she’d seen him before the snake-tooth man got him.

Anwei moved away from the display case, then paused again when a new scent rose to the surface, a thin coat of sickly yellow that festered in her nostrils.

Ah, so that’s why he called an aukincer. The trade advisor was sick.

Of course, she couldn’t be sure of specifics of his illness without finding the man himself. She sighed. Rich men were so hopeful and so stupid at once, as if money could solve any problem, including the ones inside you. But an aukincer’s elixirs weren’t going to help the trade advisor do anything but die faster.

“Found it!” Knox slid over to a side table. Anwei jerked from her train of thought and joined him. The little statue was all cheekbones and full skirts, her coquettish look enough to earn her a place in the lovers’ temple next to Freia, their patron goddess. Knox reached out to take the figurine, but his fingers stopped just shy of it. He looked at Anwei. “Is it safe to touch?”

Anwei sniffed experimentally, but it was only for show. The aukincy contamination wasn’t so bad on this side of the room. “I think you’d at least get to the door with it. Maybe even out of the compound.” She scrunched her nose, looking at the little figurine. It was pretty enough, but thirty bronze coins for a girl made of stone? It wasn’t just health that rich men were stupid about.

Knox was still staring at her with a concerned frown, so Anwei gave him a bright smile. At least the magistrate would have his figurine. That meant referrals. More jobs. Money to pay bribes and to buy the equipment that allowed her to search this city house by house for the snake-tooth man’s scent. “Don’t worry, Knox. I’ll carry your body back to the apothecary and put your cut of the money in your grave. Shall we?” There was nothing here for Anwei to find. The lead that had filled her with so much hope was worthless, just like all the others had been.

She strode toward the window and checked the courtyard outside. It was still clear. They had another two minutes before the guard would patrol past the office. When she turned back to Knox, his brow was knotted and he still hadn’t taken the figurine. “This isn’t one of those times I’m going to be sad that I thought you were joking, is it?”

“It’s fine, Knox. We’ll just burn all your clothes.”

“You know how little clothing I own.” He pulled out a handkerchief, wrapped it around the figurine, and shoved the little Trib statue into his pocket.

Anwei’s smile strained a bit at the edges. Knox had plenty of money for clothes; he just seemed to like stashing it in the box under his bed better than spending it. One coin at a time until he saved enough to leave this city—to leave this country. It wasn’t that Anwei couldn’t do jobs without him, but after so many years of sneaking into fancy houses alone, then going home to sift through the clues she found alone, eating alone, sleeping alone… well, that last part certainly wasn’t going to change, but having Knox only a room away to worry if she didn’t come home was nice. Her contacts in the gangs might notice if she went missing, she supposed, but they’d only come poking around for spoils.

Maybe she should broach the subject again. Convince Knox that staying in Chaol was safer than leaving.

Anwei held the window covering back for Knox to climb through, but instead of doing so, he dove under the sill, pulling her down with him.

“Calsta’s breath,” he hissed. “There’s someone coming.”

Fear plucked in Anwei’s stomach, the wall hard against her spine. After all her weeks of watching the house, not one of the guards had broken the patrolling schedule. They were supposed to have more time. She forced her muscles to relax, her ears straining to hear whatever it was that had alarmed Knox.

But there was nothing to hear.

Still, she didn’t move. Just as Knox knew to trust her nose, Anwei had learned to listen when he saw or heard things she didn’t.

After a moment the sound of unsteady footsteps tripped across the courtyard, only to stop directly outside the study. A swish of wind blew in through the tightly woven mat covering the window, fanning a sickly scent of decay from outside into Anwei’s nose. It had to be the trade advisor himself, unless there were two men in this compound with their stomachs rotting from the inside.

A key rattled in door’s lock. The advisor is just an ailing old man, she told herself. This will be easier to get out of than that time Knox accidentally woke the governor’s wife with her silver candlesticks in his hands.

Anwei slunk over to the door, gesturing for Knox to wait. He nodded, ready to move the moment she did. As the advisor lifted the latch, she wrenched the door open. The old man stumbled into the study and landed on his knees. Anwei flitted past him like a breeze, out the door before he could’ve seen more than her shadow. When she looked back, the advisor was still on the floor and Knox had already disappeared into the night.

Heading toward the compound’s outer wall, Anwei skipped from stone to stone on the raised pathway that led through the garden, a crow of success in her mouth.

Then the trade advisor coughed. A wet, ugly sound.

Her feet slowed, and she couldn’t help but look back at the bureaucrat on the floor. His shoulders curved down as another cough racked his chest, something inky and red spilling out onto his hands. The sickly yellow smell of his illness spiraled around Anwei. Taking the aukincer’s brew had made whatever was wrong with the trade advisor much worse. She slipped a hand into the bag hidden under her robe, wishing she’d brought something that might help him—

A pole rapped across her shoulders. Anwei wrenched herself from her relapse into herbs and diseases just in time to block a second blow from the guard aimed at her head. She stumbled to the side, angry at herself for missing the smells she should have been looking for. Now they flooded over her in quick succession: the pork and sugared eggplant that the guard had eaten for dinner; the dusting of geratry root that colored the first two fingers of his right hand gray, the smell like burned pepper; boot polish and a rotten tooth. She dodged the pole’s third blow and pushed closer to the guard so she’d be too close for him to use it. He dropped the weapon and slammed her into the wall.

Anwei’s eyes swam as her head hit brick, her hands snaking toward her medicine bag just as the guard’s forearm pressed into her throat. His body trapped her arms. Fear swarmed inside her as she strained to reach her bag. She fought for air, the scents around her turning sharp, the man’s grizzled face like an auroshe with all its teeth bared.

A stone sailed straight into the guard’s helmet, hitting with a hollow clang. The guard bit off a curse, and the pressure of his arm on Anwei’s throat slackened just enough to let her slide sideways and plunge a hand into the medicine bag. She came up with a handful of powdered corta petals and ground them into the guard’s face. He reared back and clawed at his eyes and nose, letting Anwei scramble away.

She ran to the aviary, thanking every star in the sky for the millionth time that she’d stopped working alone. Without Knox, she may actually have been caught that time. Cages of geese, ducks, and sparrows swung in the dim lantern light, the birds agitated to honking and calling, as if they wished to do their part in protecting the trade advisor’s home. Anwei scrambled up the cages, swearing when her muscles started burning long before she got to the top. It was at that moment—ducks and geese honking avian obscenities in her direction, the salty ocean wind clawing through her hair—that Anwei smelled it.

The black, empty nothing scent of Arun’s murder.

She froze even as the shouts and clatter of armored feet on the cobblestones behind her got closer. If the smell was here, then—

“Anwei!” Knox’s voice grabbed her from below, where he was crouched by the wall. Stray hair from his blunt nub of a ponytail hung down the sides of his face as he stared up at her. “What are you doing?”

Anwei cast one frustrated look into the compound, then jumped onto the street and ran to catch up with Knox because he’d started walking without her. “They always go for you,” he murmured when she’d drawn even with him.

“I’m the pretty one.” Anwei caught hold of his long tunic and pulled him into an alleyway as shouts from the trade advisor’s house spilled out into the street after them. The waterway dividing them from the next cay over was tantalizingly close, but they’d left their boat at home for this trip. The bridge between the two islands was clogged with nobles sporting khonin knots in their hair to mark their status. They glittered, as the rich often did. The trade advisor was on the less opulent side of the Water Cay—he was only a second khonin, the two knots in his long hair ensuring everyone knew—close to the bridge leading to the next island in the river-mouth chain that made up the city of Chaol. Because Anwei didn’t feel like a nighttime swim, escape would have to be over that bridge.

Anwei cleared her throat once the guards had blundered past, the feel of that steel-lined sleeve still pressing against her vocal cords. Knox pulled the scarf from his face, snapped his fingers impatiently for Anwei’s outer robe, and waited with his hand outstretched until she’d pulled it over her head to bare the more brightly colored one underneath. Guards tended not to see Knox, even when he was right in front of them. It was one of the many benefits Anwei hadn’t anticipated when she’d first taken him on.

“If we’re going to start comparing who’s prettiest, we should probably set some parameters.” He stuffed the robe into Anwei’s bag. “Are we talking face symmetry? Body proportions? Are these guards really objective observers, or—”

“I’m sure there are some people who think you’re prettier. There was that whole incident with the Warlord’s Devoted the day we met, don’t you remember?”

Knox’s head jerked back to look at her, but only for a second. He pulled the medicine bag’s flap closed, then went back to watching the street. Regret tasted tinny in Anwei’s mouth. Perhaps some things would never be funny.

“Thank you for staying long enough to make sure I got out,” she said, changing the subject. “That was a good throw.”

“You okay?” he asked, still not looking at her.

“Fine.” Anwei coughed, the burning in her throat bringing back the hunched image of the trade advisor, blood on his hands. But she banished that image in favor of the whiff she’d caught of the snake-tooth man’s nothing smell. She had something at last, which meant she was better than fine. “Let’s go.”

Anwei slid out from the alleyway, and Knox fell in next to her, draping an arm around her waist in a way she hoped would appear less forced than it felt. They walked past another set of guards in the advisor’s colors when they got to the bottom of the hill and started across the bridge. Chaol’s dry market glistened with torches and candles from across the channel, the drum tower looming over it all from the ocean side of the island.

“Hey, you two!”

Anwei quickened her steps, her soft leather boots sticking to the still-warm cobblestones. Knox matched her speed across the bridge’s huge, weathered stones, the market’s tents and booths and chatter waiting with outstretched arms to hide them on the other side. The smell of cook fires and spices from the southern provinces filled Anwei’s nose. It took only seconds for her and Knox to lose themselves in the milling sellers and malt-buzzed patrons, all elbows, open sandals, and smoke.

They strolled, watching with concern like everyone else when guards pushed past them through the crowd. Anwei bought a juicy kebab with change from her pocket, though Knox only wrinkled his nose when she offered him a bite. By the time she’d finished it, they’d reached the edge of the market, the crowds thinning around them like watered-down soup. Knox’s arm dropped from Anwei’s waist, leaving her both relieved and a little cold.

“Another hard day’s work complete. And no one poked any holes in us!” Triumph rose like a sun in Anwei’s chest, making her want to dance Knox back through the market one playful step at a time. Not that he’d comply. She wouldn’t think about the advisor curled up on his own steps. She wouldn’t. “I’m still hungry. Let’s—”

“Watch out!” Knox grabbed Anwei’s arm and wrenched her backward into a stairwell. The Trib maiden’s angles and curves pressed into Anwei’s spine through his pocket. Still elated, Anwei didn’t freeze completely until she heard it. The hollow clop of cloven hooves on stone.

An auroshe? She shivered at the thought of those monsters with their long serrated teeth and razor-sharp horns—and that was nothing compared with the soldiers who rode them. But there hadn’t been Commonwealth soldiers in Chaol since a year ago, when Anwei had first found Knox. Why would they be here now? And would they be ordinary Roosters, or… they couldn’t possibly be Devoted, could they?

The threads of triumph in Anwei’s stomach pulled tight, then snapped with a painful twang. She’d run across many Roosters in her travels throughout the country, although Chaol itself was a little out of the way for them to be stationed. But she’d never seen a true Devoted until the day Knox fell into her life with a whole group of them chasing after him like parchwolves hunting their prey.

That’s what Devoted did when one of their own tried to escape.

Anwei could feel Knox’s breathing slow against her back, her partner going stone still as two auroshes rode into view, one black, one white. Their manes and long tails were tied in intricate knots that mimicked their riders’ distinctive braids, the white with one slender horn protruding from its brow, the black with two that stuck out from its head like twin lightning bolts. The sight of the creatures curdled Anwei’s belly, but when she spotted their riders, she released a breath. “They’re just Roosters, Knox, not—”

Knox’s hand slipped over her mouth to stop her from saying more. The Roosters passed by the stairwell, their auroshes bowed and tired. They didn’t seem to notice the hush that fell over the closest market stands as they passed, nor the eyes in the crowd that were glued to the Warlord’s crest on their uniforms. The two Roosters broke away from the road and hugged the edge of the market, making for the Water Cay bridge, the silence that their presence brought hovering like mist after the riders themselves had melted into the night.

Anwei flinched when the night market patrons began calling to one another once again, drunken students loudly trying out new curses like bits of sugar. A minute passed. Two. “Knox?” Anwei mumbled through his fingers covering her mouth. He still hadn’t moved.

“Just… wait,” he whispered.

She grabbed a handful of his tunic, as if she could anchor him in place. “They weren’t Devoted, and anyway, Devoted can’t track you unless you use your…” Biting her lip, she trailed off, not knowing what it was exactly that he couldn’t use, because the two of them had silently agreed not to ask questions when they’d started working together. Devoted weren’t allowed to say anything about the goddess Calsta or the power she lent them. They had hardly even left their seclusions in the last few years except on the Warlord’s business.

Of course, Knox wasn’t just a Devoted; he was also Anwei’s friend. But even bringing up Devoted magic felt like stepping over a line drawn between them that they had both promised not to cross.

“They can’t find you unless you use your whatever it is on purpose,” Anwei tried again. “Back in the compound, you heard the old man coming before I did. And you got out without a single guard even noticing—”

“I haven’t been using it.” Knox’s voice was choked. He shrank back against the wall. “At least, as much as I can help.”

“And the sword?” She hated even thinking about that gods-forsaken thing. “You haven’t touched it lately or—”

“No.”

Anwei let out the breath trapped in her lungs. “Then we’re okay. Those soldiers have no reason to be looking for you.” She turned to face Knox when he didn’t answer. He didn’t look at her, his gaze turned to the crowd, darting from person to person as if he was searching for something she couldn’t see. He smelled of the bland noodles and broth they’d eaten before going to the trade advisor’s study, hints of smoke and meat clinging to his shirt from the night market. But underneath she could scent the salty odor of an agitated sweat.

“It’s been a year since you left them. It’s going to be okay.” She said it firmly, as if she knew it to be fact.

Knox’s eyes refocused on her, one hand coming up to touch the empty space where that cursed sword hilt would have stuck out above his shoulder if he’d been carrying it. Anwei’s heart sank even as he changed the gesture to smooth back his dark hair.

“They’ll never stop looking,” he whispered. “It is never going to be okay.”

She peered after the auroshes. Even now, out of sight, the soldiers seemed to radiate power, the force of law, the Warlord herself and everything she stood for, almost as frightening as the shapeshifters they hunted. If Roosters were in Chaol, their masters—Devoted—would likely soon follow. Anwei’s grip on Knox’s tunic tightened, the thought of Knox leaving her sharp in her chest. It was only when one of the students from across the street sent a suggestive whistle toward them that her grip loosened.

Knox was right, of course. The last dregs of triumph from a job well done funneled away as Anwei stepped out of the stairwell. She had known from the moment she found Knox lying almost dead in the street, his head shorn and his hands clutching a shapeshifter’s sword like his life depended on it, that nothing was going to be okay.

But the nothing smell she’d caught earlier? That could change everything.






CHAPTER 2 More Useful Than Dead Plants


Knox could hardly walk straight as he followed Anwei toward the ladder to the rickety rope skybridge that would take them across the channel to their home on the Coil. He closed his eyes, as if that would somehow shut out the soldiers and their mounts. Devoted could already be here in the city.

Scrubbing a hand through his hair, Knox pressed a finger to each of the scars he’d been given when he made oaths to join Calsta’s warriors. He knew a rogue Devoted was a risk the Warlord couldn’t take. How could she keep the peace if there were warriors who could move faster, jump higher, hear better—warriors who could defy the laws of gravity and possibly use those powers against her?

I told you to abandon the seclusion. The voice burned through Knox, leaving him charred inside just as it had the first day the voice had spoken to him when he was young. Calsta. Goddess of sun and storm. Speaking in his head as she hadn’t to anyone else in five hundred years. I don’t really feel like going over it with you again, Knox. Stay clear and they’ll leave you alone.

It was both a relief to hear her voice and a pain. None of the old records talked about how grumpy Calsta was.

No. A second voice that wasn’t quite so warm threaded through Knox’s thoughts, sending shivers down his spine. Don’t you remember how horrible Ewan Hardcastle was to you and your little Devoted sister, Lia? Ewan was the one they sent to hunt you. Why not find him first? We could end it all now before he does.

Lia. Knox blotted her name out almost as quickly as the voice said it. The two together—the icy voice and the thought of the best friend he shouldn’t have left behind—were too much. They twisted together like poison waiting to be released into his heart.

“Eyes open please.” Anwei’s husky voice jolted him back to the warm night, the steaming cobblestones, and the little Trib statue in his pocket. “Much as I feel sorry for you, I will not refrain from laughing if you step off the walkway and go headfirst into the channel.”

She pulled him to the base of the skybridge ladder. It led to the first island in the cluster that made up the Coil, lamps and torches flickering in the distance from the bridges and underwater tunnels that strung the rest of the little clump of islands together like a necklace. Anwei’s fingers still clutched at Knox’s shirt as if she were afraid he’d float away. One plait—one of the even hundred that covered her scalp, marking her a healer from Beilda—had slipped free of the scarf covering her head, the braid black against her tawny complexion. Anwei grudgingly let go, then scurried up the ladder, waiting for him to join her. The old wooden rungs creaked under Knox’s weight as he followed, the bridge itself swaying when he stepped out onto it. Half the wooden planks were broken and the ropes looked frayed, but short of swimming or hiring a boat, there wasn’t another way to get back to the Coil. Before she scurried across, Anwei flashed a grin at him that was directly opposite to the tension he could see riding her shoulders.

“Even with your eyes open, you’re still off-balance,” she called. “Would it help if I pushed you in?”

“You push me into a channel and you’ll wake up with all those braids undone,” he returned. But he did reach out to the ropes to steady himself. “You’d look like a…” He racked his brain, trying to remember the word. “A pritha.”

Anwei paused for a second, already starting down the ladder on the other side. “A pineapple?”

“Did I mean printha?”

“Are you trying to say priantia? One of those wandering Trib holy men who spend all their lives hoping Calsta will touch them?” Anwei continued down the ladder to the street below. “Two things: One, I’d make an amazing holy… person. Especially if I’m allowed to keep one of those fiery lizard things that the Trib carry around. Two, would you please stop trying to speak… well, anything but Common? You’re good at Common.”

Knox sighed and followed her down the ladder. On the ground, he kept close to Anwei, watching for anyone who might be tailing them like he was supposed to. They were only one thin channel past the dry market, but the buildings were much taller and dirtier than the compounds they’d left behind on the Water Cay.

It was the people who were hard to look at, though.

A man tripped past them, a dimmed, distorted aura that matched his wobbly, drunken steps suspended around his head like a globe of light. A wrinkled old woman hobbled by, her aura gleaming the bright, almost painful white of one near the end of her life. A pair of students hopped a narrow spot in the waterway just ahead of them, one not quite making it and falling in with a splash. The one who landed safely on the bank started laughing while his friend pulled himself out of the brackish water. Ripples of fatigue waved through both their auras like antennae.

It took every ounce of concentration Knox could muster to keep himself from looking at any auras beyond those of the people immediately around them. Having taken Calsta’s oaths, he couldn’t help but see the halo of glowing white energy around each person who passed them. But if he were to use Calsta’s power to push his awareness farther—down the street, to the next island over—searching for the gold flecks that would mark a Devoted’s aura… that would be dangerous. That would get him found.

And then there was Anwei, of course. She pulled him down a side street that closed in tight around them, the bricks smelling as if they were wet with something other than water. Unlike the auras bobbing down the waterway and the walkways around it, Anwei’s aura was an inky smear where light should have been. At the end of the alleyway, she gave an experimental sniff that sent a shiver of ice down Knox’s spine despite the heat still steaming up from the cobblestones. Anwei’s nose, however she played it off, was not natural. Nor was the inky purple of her aura.

He’d spent most of his life chasing dark auras like hers, before their owners could destroy the people around them.

“Give me the figurine.” Anwei held out a hand for the little statue when they got to the bridge leading to the next little piece of the Coil. “You head home to the apothecary, and we’ll decide what to do about the Roosters when I get back from delivering the statue to the magistrate.”

Knox shook his head. The idea of sitting in his room in the dark waiting for Roosters to find him was more than he could stomach. “How about I deliver the statue? I’ll check the drop over at Yaru’s temple, too. That way Gulya will be too tired to kill me by the time I get back.”

Anwei turned toward him, a dimple creasing her cheek to the left of her mouth when she smiled. “I don’t understand why she hates you so much. You pay rent, you haven’t broken anything.” She caught her bottom lip in her teeth, looking up at him with that quiet way she had, as if she could see more of people than showed on the outside. “You can take the Trib figurine if you want, but don’t follow the Roosters, okay? Following them is like betting on that snaggle-toothed auroshe at the fights and not expecting to lose.”

Knox wasn’t going to go after the Roosters. He hadn’t needed Calsta’s warning to know better—the goddess’s advice was always good, even if he didn’t know why she’d decided to descend upon him of all people. Still, it was comforting to know a goddess was watching over him in the mess that was left of his life. “Auroshe fights are illegal.”

“So is stealing. We’ll just avoid the Water Cay until the Roosters leave.”

Knox did not look at Anwei’s dimple or her mouth. He untangled her hand from his tunic, where it had once again lodged itself. “Fine. We can split at the next waterway. Meet you back at the apothecary?”

She nodded, looked both ways down the channel, then started up the ladder that would lead toward home.

Home. Shoulders hunching, Knox followed her. The word tasted like salt and savor, unsuited for Knox’s tongue no matter how much it watered. Why would Devoted come to Chaol now?

The only thing he could come up with was that Chaol was the last place Ewan had found traces of Knox. A lot of traces, actually. Knox had been so far spent that day that the people he’d staggered past had seemed to be on fire, the white of their auras flickering and dissipating overhead as if they were all draining into the sky. He wasn’t sure why Anwei had stopped when she found him, the backward twist to her aura making it an umbra instead, glowing deep purple black instead of white.

A dirt witch’s aura.

He almost drew his sword at the sight of her, even though Calsta had forbidden him from taking it out of the scabbard. If there had ever been a moment for last resorts, that had been it. But then she tucked the braids lining her face behind her ear, and her husky Beildan accent stopped him short.

“I hear Roosters will chase even if you cut their heads off.” Her eyes skated over the prickles of hair still too short to hide his oath scars. Putting a hand on top of his where it gripped the sword, she kept her voice quiet. “If you’re game, we can try burying you instead of them.”

He wanted to laugh even as the sound of cloven hooves on stone thundered in his chest. She couldn’t have heard them, couldn’t have seen anything but the panic that had chased him every step he’d taken away from the Warlord, a forbidden sword on his back. Still, Knox followed her across a channel and two streets over to the apothecary, lay down in the room above Gulya’s shop, and winked out like a candle for three days.

When Knox finally opened his eyes, Anwei was there, setting a bowl of clear broth next to his shoulder. Alarm flooded him, his eyes full of the bruised purple aura hovering around Anwei where white should have been. “Where’s my sword?”

She nodded to the blanket next to him. With shaking hands he pushed back the cover. The blade was underneath, sheathed and shrouded the way he’d left it.

“You need food more than you need that sword.” Anwei drew her eyes away as if watching him clutch at the weapon were somehow indecent. He covered the sword, drank down the broth, and closed his eyes, waiting for Devoted to break in through the leaded-glass window. When nothing happened, he followed Anwei’s aura downstairs to the apothecary, where he watched her treat a man’s blisters, and then followed her again that night on a job that had nothing to do with apothecaries or blisters at all. That was how things had been ever since.

Knox had been buried somehow, just the way she’d said. Anwei had taken him into her potted collection of herbs and remedies, though he liked to think he was more useful than dead plants. Anwei would probably not agree. He liked “finding” with her, as she called it, as though they were helping old ladies retrieve their spectacles. Finding was a good deal different from taking in Knox’s mind. But it was easy to forget the sword under his bed and the soldiers on auroshes hunting him when he was sneaking through the city with Anwei. There was something sky-blessedly escapist about helping corrupt, rich, and mighty men stab one another where it really hurt—their art and wine collections, mostly. It was a relief after so many years of finding people for the Warlord.

The icy voice hummed happily at the back of Knox’s head, as if remembering those bloody days. Knox pushed it back. It didn’t really matter if his life was better now. Devoted would keep coming, searching for the gold flecks in Knox’s aura just as they had a year ago.

I promised you that if you kept your oaths, I’d help you. Don’t make me say it again.

Knox cringed at Calsta’s voice. Giving up his oaths to her had never been an option. She’d saved him long before Anwei and had continued to save him over and over, but her voice burned.

Even if he were to give up his oaths, it wouldn’t fix his aura. The gold flecks would always be there, lurking around him like tattered fireflies, a testament to what he was. Lying low wouldn’t be enough if Devoted had figured out Knox was still in Chaol. Not unless there had been something else hiding him this last year.

Knox’s eyes traced the line of Anwei’s back, her confident stride. The darkness of her aura that felt like clenched fists and murder. Only two kinds of people had auras that weren’t boring white. Devoted, who were swirled over with Calsta’s gold, and dirt witches—Basists—who practiced banned magic. They belonged to the nameless god, the very creature who had broken Calsta’s mask. The same monster whom the goddess had strangled in her temple.

Anwei abruptly stopped in front of Knox, bringing his thoughts back to the present. She gave another deliberate sniff when he almost bumped into her, though he thought it was mock irritation this time, not whatever darkness flowing through her humors that allowed her to scent impossible things. “Not too close. I don’t want any of your Devotedness getting on me.”

“It doesn’t rub off.” He edged around her, looking up the walkway that would lead him toward the Ink Cay, where the magistrate lived—he was only a third khonin, not fancy enough for the Water Cay.

The Trib figurine felt thin and frail in Knox’s pocket. He pulled it out, opening the handkerchief wrapped around it to make sure it hadn’t come off worse for wear after escaping the trade advisor’s compound. “Do I need to wash this thing before I leave it for the magistrate, or are we okay with poisoning him?”

“Just give it a good rub with your handkerchief.” Anwei started down the road toward the apothecary, turning toward him to walk backward as she spoke. “And maybe don’t handle it directly. I’m okay with the magistrate being a little poisoned. Maybe he’ll pay me for an antidote.” She narrowed her eyes, her feet slowing. “I’ll check you over when you get back, just to make sure none of that aukincer’s rubbish got inside you. Honestly, the things people will believe when they don’t like what a healer says…”

Knox started up the hill without answering her, a shudder running up his spine. Anwei probably didn’t really know what she was doing with those herbs. He’d never heard of a Basist with a nose like hers—her skill was probably a manifestation of being able to match herbs to illnesses or something like that. She hadn’t hurt anyone that he’d seen, but Knox had his history lessons along with everyone else in the Commonwealth. Basists had started just like Devoted. Taking oaths just the way Knox had done with Calsta, giving up parts of themselves in order for their god to give them power. Stories had Basists building castles from rocks that burst from the earth, shaping water into ice and rain, growing flowers and herbs into forests, or even growing someone injured back together.

That was before. At some point one Basist found a way to step around the oaths. To take power instead of having to sacrifice for it. A new oath, perhaps, that twisted him into something corrupted and wrong, allowing him to strip energy from the people around him down to their very souls and take it for himself. Basists after him became something inhuman, creatures that were far more powerful than any god’s devotee had ever been before, their lives spanning long, their fingerprints more like claw marks on history.

Knox pulled his scarf back up over his nose and mouth, pretending he was no different from any other late-evening walker, trying to block out the smells of smoke, beast, and the ripe fragrance wafting from the canals. Ever since Basists had been banned, aukincers had cropped up trying to replicate the miracle cures of old, but without the power from the nameless god to bond elements together into medicine, it was mostly rubbish, as Anwei had said. Harmless at best, but usually aukincers didn’t stop there. Knox had spent most of his time as a Devoted hunting down reports of banned magic only to find a fool like the one who had left the pot in the trade advisor’s study.

Anwei, though… somehow, oaths or not, Anwei was the real thing.



Breaking into the magistrate’s compound wasn’t difficult. Those who expected “Yaru” to answer their prayers tended to leave their shutters unlocked—they knew what their offerings to that goddess were paying for. Knox left the little Trib girl on the magistrate’s bedside table, the man himself too well fed and accustomed to uninterrupted dreams to notice the company.

Once that was done, Knox headed toward the one drop Anwei let him check. It was on the long, thin island that ran the length of Chaol: the Gold Cay, where malthouses would be open all night. Auras tickled the back of his mind as he hopped onto a ferry to cross—there were no bridges or tunnels to the Gold Cay—and the shore was crowded with white globes of light. When Knox got to the docks, he started for the temple, ignoring the auras glowing at tables with dice and cards and in their rooms above the street.

A fight broke out in an alley just as he passed, knives flashing in the lower moon’s pinkish light. He shut his ears to it as best he could, but the slurred shouts and grunts chased him all the way to the little temple where Anwei’s clients could bid for her services. Candles glowed red and yellow in the open doorway, and two university students knelt before Yaru’s statue inside. A tray of dried herbs burned at her feet, the smell peppery and harsh in Knox’s nose.

The little shrine never felt quite far enough from the Temple Cay, where Calsta stood with the rest of the gods and goddesses watching over Chaol. New deities slipped in and out of fashion all the time, so adding Yaru hadn’t been difficult, but Knox still tried not to think of the fake goddess as he slipped into the malthouse next to the temple, her statue’s hair wild, eyes closed, her hands clenched in fists as if there were nothing in this life she could ever let go of. Anwei had commissioned the sculpture long before she’d ever met Knox, rented the space where bureaucrats went to forget their shipping manifests and trade reports. She’d sent whispers into their ranks inviting patrons to “pray” away their problems, and they’d come.

Knox knew that “finding” for high khonins wasn’t all Anwei did as Yaru. He’d seen Yaru’s mark down on the Fig and Sand Cays, where gangs held court more freely than Chaol’s wardens, but Anwei kept her mouth shut about it, and he didn’t feel the need to ask.

Dodging a gaggle of drunken students leaving the malthouse, Knox looked away when they staggered straight toward Yaru’s outstretched arms. Some went to Yaru’s temple knowing exactly what she was—a confidential way to hire a thief—but there were many who didn’t know, and it was they who bothered Knox most. Their hands were clutched just as tightly as the goddess’s, people who dreamed only of things they didn’t have. After the dreams came wanting; after wanting, a resolution that wanting and deserving were the same; and then, with no more thought than it took to put on a pair of shoes, they went to Yaru. As if she or any goddess could make dreams materialize out of thin air.

Giving the malthouse keeper a nod, Knox slid through the clusters of patrons at their round tables to Anwei’s rented storage under the malthouse. He dodged the towering crates of herbs and stones and bones that apothecaries seemed to think were necessary but mostly made Knox sneeze. At the back of the room, Knox slid a few boxes back from the wall, then crawled through the tunnel hidden behind them that led to the space under Yaru’s temple. Anwei had dug it herself. Probably not with the nameless god’s energy, but Knox still didn’t like to think about it.

The room beyond was hot and not quite tall enough for him to stand. Knox went to the box of gathered offerings that had been lowered from above by the temple attendant Anwei paid very well for her silence.

There were only a few papers in the box today. One asked for a beautiful wife with small feet, hair past her hips, and hands that could cook and sew at the same time (accompanied by an offering of three fresh palifruits). One asked for a woman to be killed—Knox didn’t touch that one or the money attached to it, his skin crawling with memories. Then there was a red-dyed paper with a message written in a student’s carefully squared letters asking for passing marks on an upcoming exam—but not a specific class, so there wasn’t much they could do to help. (Not that Anwei would have in any case. The student had left only two loose coppers in offering.)

The last piece of paper stuck to the bottom of the box. Knox couldn’t quite get his fingernails under it, swearing when the stiff paper cut his fingertip. He was tempted to leave it—there wasn’t an offering attached to the paper, and Anwei didn’t work for free. After finally managing to peel the paper out of the box, Knox sucked on his bleeding finger as he read the words:

Greenglass Malthouse tomorrow at the third drum. Twenty thousand silver rounds.

Twenty thousand silver rounds?

First, Knox bit back a laugh. Was the offer a joke?

Then a sort of hope filled him. His cut of twenty thousand in silver would be enough to bribe his way across the Commonwealth border into Lasei, where Devoted couldn’t reach him. He wouldn’t have to rely on Anwei, wouldn’t have to keep worrying that she’d done something worse than mixing herbs to keep him hidden for so long.

And then, reality. Who would pay twenty thousand in copper for a thief? You could buy whatever you wanted with that kind of money. It had to be a ham-handed attempt to unmask Yaru for what she was. The hairs on the back of Knox’s neck prickled at the idea of one of Chaol’s wardens kneeling before Yaru, trying to see down the drop. Or maybe one of the gang bosses from the lower cays, angry at jobs lost to a goddess. Either could somehow notice the tunnel to the malthouse. Follow Knox home to his room next to Anwei’s over the apothecary.

He pocketed the odd note along with the student’s coins and snuck back out through the tunnel, the itch of being watched between his shoulder blades. Keeping to the shadowed edges of the malthouse on his way out, Knox grunted as a man in Trib furs knocked into him, scraping his side with the knife handle sticking out over his belt. Ignoring the sting, Knox kept walking, anxious to be gone.

Bad things always came in threes. Roosters in town. A tempting offer that was likely a baited hook. What would it be next?






CHAPTER 3 Tastes like Veil


Lia looked over her shoulder at Chaol’s dry market and the running channels beyond before she made herself ride through the drum tower gates. It was hard to see anyway, Lia told herself, trying to squint at the booths and stands through her veil. But even after all these years, she couldn’t stop herself from feeling that this city was home.

Vivi nickered impatiently when Lia turned to look one more time, tugging on his reins until she put a gloved hand to his long, dappled neck. He twisted around to lip her skirt, his serrated teeth catching on the fabric. She laughed and gave him a doting scratch, unable to reach the spot he liked best behind the horn jutting from his forehead.

A pair of silenbahks trundled by on the other side of the channel, where the trade road had been built to span Chaol’s central islands to the shipping port lodged like a rock in the river mouth. Were creatures so large allowed on normal city streets these days? Lia still remembered her mother taking her up on the river walls to watch the beasts from afar, their armored tails, scaled shoulders, long necks, and even their tusks and trollish faces loaded with tea, spices, and fabrics from faraway provinces.

She could see clear to the Sand Cay walls even through her veil, but no matter how Lia twisted in her saddle, all she could see of the Water Cay was the bridge on the other side of the dry market, the rest of it hidden by the platform stages and hubbub of sellers yelling to passersby. Vivi began pawing the ground, raking the stone with his front hooves as Lia shut her eyes and breathed in deep, greedy for the saltwater scents of her childhood. Her veil sucked up against her nose and mouth, making her gag.

“Are you all right?” Lia tensed at Ewan’s voice behind her. “I’ve never known you to sleep in. We agreed to meet half an hour ago.” He strode up to stand next to Vivi, giving the side buckles on his leather breastplate an annoyed tug when she didn’t answer immediately, as if the effort of having to ask was more important than the answer. “The governor didn’t try to keep you, did he?”

“I’m fine. The governor wasn’t even home all morning. I promised to write Master Helan when we arrived, and I wanted to make sure the governor’s staff posted it before I came here.” Lia’s teacher had been so quiet when she got her orders to come. Pensive. Unhappy. But he always obeyed, just as she did.

Lia inhaled more carefully, wishing she could pull back the semisheer veil that dripped down her back and over her face, pooling on the saddle’s pommel in front of her. Even it couldn’t block out the familiar scent of Chaol’s fried bread. The smells, the wet drip of the air, the bend of the sunlight itself, made Lia feel as if she were only nine again. Climbing trees in her family’s private park, painting horrible portraits of her father, swinging from the knotted rope at their family beach with her mother, tying messy knots in Aria’s hair when no one was looking. How old would Aria be now? Lia’s brow furrowed as she tried to count.

“Who cares about your stuffy old master? You promised me that you’d look for him this morning. Did you see anything?”

She opened her eyes, lightly tapping Vivi’s side with her heel to turn him toward the stables. “Knox isn’t here, Ewan.”

There would be no ponds, no climbing, and absolutely no dreadful portraits during this visit to Chaol. Not even Lia’s annoying little sister could know she was there after so many years, though Aria probably could still use knots in her hair. But Devoted didn’t have families, so it would have to fall to the servants to keep Aria in check.

Lia’s veil pushed up against her face as Vivi darted toward the groom who waited at the stable door. The sheer fabric tickled her lips as if teasing her. I’m the only thing that will ever touch you, it seemed to sigh.

Unless Ewan gets his way.

She pulled Vivi’s snapping teeth back from the groom, blanking out the thought before it could take hold. Ewan lurched forward a second too late, as if he didn’t trust Lia to control her own mount, his hand groping for her reins and coming down uncomfortably close to her leg. Lia kicked Vivi forward, ignoring the way Ewan smoothed back his cropped hair so the shaved sides of his head would give a clear view of the oath scars that marked him a Devoted. Master Helan didn’t like him either—but then the Warlord had sent her away with Ewan, so far away from her teacher.…

“Knox has to be here.” Even Ewan’s voice was invasive and coarse as he followed her to the row of stalls specially made for auroshes. “You can’t just lose a Devoted—”

“No. You shouldn’t have been able to.” Lia dismounted, grateful for her extra-wide skirts. At least she hadn’t been forced to ride sidesaddle after giving up her armor. Vivi nipped at her as she shut the stall’s barred door, her auroshe’s slitted nostrils flaring as he watched her lock it. Not that it would help him. Opposable thumbs were required to operate the mechanism.

She strode out of the stable and toward the main building, catching hints of the aurafire that littered the streets outside the drum tower gates, their white glow made a dull sort of gray by her spiriter veil. Those auras would have been out of range for a normal Devoted. Lia was not normal.

The sparks of energy clear to the Sand Cay walls flared in Lia’s head. Not just ahead, but behind her and to the left and right, the whole string of islands alight with auras. Lia could look close too, focus on one of those little flares and follow it to the world’s end if she liked. Each aura was unique and different, easy to track for a spiriter like her. But no matter how much Ewan complained, ordered, or whined, Knox’s familiar, gold-flecked aura was nowhere to be found in Chaol.

“You have to look again.” Ewan followed too close behind her, his height and bulk beneath the leather armor disconcerting now that Lia wasn’t atop Vivi. She found herself reaching for a sword that she was no longer allowed, like a security blanket that had been taken away.

“I don’t have to do anything. And looking again wouldn’t change the fact that he’s not here.”

“That’s not good enough, Lia Seystone. You came here to help me.”

“No, you came here to help me.” Lia turned into the drum tower’s entrance, carved with Calsta’s brushes, waving for the two Roosters on guard at the doors to stay in place. The smells and familiar streets suddenly felt bone empty. She’d wanted to find Knox. Not finding his familiar flecks of gold had felt like missing a stair. No, like falling down an entire flight, and she was still falling. If her Devoted brother’s aura wasn’t here, then he wasn’t anywhere.

Devoted looked like anyone else once they were dead.

It hurt to say out loud, but Lia did it for herself just as much as she did it to make Ewan leave her alone. “He’s gone to the Sky Painter.”

“That’s not possible.” Ewan’s teeth ground together. “I would have found his body.”

Lia gathered a handful of her skirts to keep from tripping over them as she crossed the polished marble floor, pretending she didn’t notice when a maid stumbled out of her way. One day Knox had been scheming with her over breakfast about how to sneak bowel softeners into Master Tracy’s tea, and then the next he’d been gone, a trail of blood splattered in his wake. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. They’d been separated long before that, but she’d still thought about him as if he were behind her, like he had been since they first entered the seclusion. Watching her back.

Why hadn’t he told her about his plan to leave? Why had he left at all? Between the two of them, it hadn’t been Knox who had dreamed of his life before Calsta.

Ewan crowded in behind Lia as she strode up the stairs, swearing when he tripped over her long skirts. “If we took you to the wall, maybe your view would be clearer—”

“You are wasting my time.” She kept her composure, tugging her skirts out from under his boots with a gloved hand, wishing for her armor. Spiriters weren’t supposed to wear it. They were above such things. “If I don’t read everyone before the Warlord gets here, she could be in danger. The governor sent over the first batch of officials, and the longer they wait, the more difficult they’ll be.”

Officials. Saying it felt like biting her own tongue. Meeting with these men and women shouldn’t matter. By her oaths, it couldn’t, no matter who might be among them. Still, Lia’s chest panged.

Calsta did not share her power with Devoted for nothing. It was an exchange. Lia touched her gloved hand to the side of her head through her veil where the oath marks had been burned into her, each leaving shiny bald patches under her hair. The first two oaths granted Devoted aurasight, to go faster, see better, become stronger. The third let them bend their bodies to their will, to push against the laws of nature, like gravity, mass, velocity. But for each power and with each oath, Calsta took something. First, it was strong-tasting and -smelling foods. Alcohol of any kind. Second had been Lia’s possessions—she could own simple things but couldn’t spend her time trying to get more. Third, Calsta had taken everyone Lia loved and any she might love in the future. Anyone who could possibly divide her loyalty from the goddess. Or the Warlord, who represented her.

Lia put a hand to her chest, her fingers clenched as she tried to dismiss the unhappiness that welled up in her heart at the thought. Here she was in her own home city, her family so close. She hadn’t spoken to them since the day she made her third oath.

What office would her father hold now? Was he high enough to be interviewed by Devoted searching for plots against the Warlord?

“You can read all the officials during dinner tonight.” Ewan’s voice elbowed into her thoughts. He ran a hand along the wall as they climbed, and Lia couldn’t help the spark of jealousy at the way he casually touched the stone. The whole world felt like lukewarm soup under her veil and gloves, but the risk of touching someone by accident was too great to do without them. “It’s not like either of us will be able to eat. Don’t plotting and murder stand out from people’s thoughts?” His voice changed a degree, warming. “Making officials wait now just means they’ll be all the more… intrigued when they meet you later. Anticipation, and all that.”

Lia walked a step faster for an answer. She could feel his eyes on her back, and, if only in this isolated moment, she was grateful for her coverings.

She could see what he was thinking when he looked at her.

There were few who could make the three oaths Calsta required of Devoted. No food, no possessions, no relationships. Lia had two scars more than that, though, one of only six in the entire Commonwealth who did. It had been the gloves first. She couldn’t touch anyone, but she could track anyone within a few miles. The veil had come next—her oath said she couldn’t look directly at any person, but Calsta let her see into their thoughts. If Lia trained even more, she’d be able to read people’s hearts, to the root of what they wanted, who they were. Master Helan had been so worried about letting her come on this trip, especially since Ewan was coming with her. It was odd to feel his worry when she’d never actually seen his face under his veil.

Perhaps as odd as seeing her own face in Ewan’s mind—or a version of it, at least. He’d gotten her blue eyes and red hair right, but he’d blanked out her freckles, added pronounced curves where Lia had none, and given her a sultry pout as if he’d forgotten what she looked like in the two years since she’d taken on the veil. Maybe Ewan had never seen her clearly before, only felt her sword at his throat in their years of training together.

“Let’s skip the banquet and really let them stew. We could eat together, just the two of us.” Ewan stopped, letting her get ahead a few steps. “It would be good for us to talk. Alone. Don’t you think?”

Lia’s refusal choked in her throat when a miniature version of Ewan popped up in his mind and sat down next to the little version of her. The thought-Ewan pushed up against miniature Lia, his hands snaking around her. Then he tore off her veil—

Jerking her attention back to the stairs, Lia took the last three in one jump. Her legs burned to go faster, but she forced herself to walk to the end of the hall, her veil plastering against her face. Did Ewan know how much she could see?

There were strict rules about what it meant to give up anyone who might distract you from the goddess. No physical relationships were allowed at all, no matter how fleeting. None.

Except in very specific situations.

How Ewan’s aura was still Devoted gold with such images crowding his mind, Lia couldn’t fathom. There was a difference between thinking and doing, she supposed, but seeing the thought version of herself in his control with no way to intercede made the space between the two seem very narrow.

She nodded to the Rooster who stood guard at the room set aside for interviews, the shadow in her chest growing darker when Ewan streaked ahead of her, blocking her way into the room.

“Lia, please.” He took a step toward her, almost touching her veil where it fell to her toes. He lowered his voice, and his words oozed like cooking fat. “You can’t fight me on this. You don’t want to, do you? We’re supposed to be partners.”

Lia gathered her veil around her like the armor she missed, ignoring the way the Rooster’s ears perked, the girl’s eyes widening as if she wished she had heard the beginning of this disagreement. “It’s my choice in the end, Ewan.”

“You know it’s what the Warlord wants.”

She pushed past him into the room. Ewan lurched out of the way, sensible enough not to risk letting any part of him touch her, but she could feel the way it made him seethe. Having to step back, not able to flash his oath scars and expect her to bow to his will as most people would.

But there wasn’t much Lia could say. Ewan was right. More Devoted grew ill every day, wasting sickness thinning out their ranks. Lia was the only spiriter under the age of fifty, and the likelihood of finding others wasn’t high unless the Warlord could produce more from within the Devoted’s own ranks. It still felt like the last thing Calsta could take from her, as if Lia should be promised some sort of ultimate power for having to make such a sacrifice.

Instead, it probably meant more walls around her. More choices revoked, if that were possible. Lia hadn’t understood what it meant when Devoted had come to cart her away, hadn’t understood everything she’d have to give up—she’d been only eleven.

Lia could barely focus on Ewan, her eyes blurry behind her veil. The Warlord had said Lia could choose the person she was paired with, just the way history books said old Devoted did. But then the Warlord had sent Ewan with her to Chaol, his mind full of the oaths he looked forward to breaking as if she’d already given him leave. “Please. Go.”

He smirked. And went.

Lia reached out to the Rooster standing at attention by the door as if the girl could somehow save her, balance her, hold her up like a crutch. Lia Seystone needing a crutch? She’d been the terror of the training yards, the name Basists whispered in the shadows of nightmares. Calsta had taken her family from her, and so Lia had filled the space with forms, swords, and the hunt. Now all she had was a veil.

Lia’s fists balled in front of her as the Rooster moved out of reach, just the way Ewan had when she’d almost touched him.

Composing herself, Lia let her hands fall to her sides. “Give me a moment. I’ll call for you when I’m ready.” She walked into the little office, closed the door behind her, and leaned against it, shutting her eyes. To do her job, she couldn’t let herself be muddied by Ewan’s thoughts or anyone else’s. Not even her own. And so she took a deep breath and let go.

The thought of Knox in a shallow grave. Gone.

The fact that Ewan was a grease fire of an excuse for a human and that the Warlord seemed to be spinning a web that bound them together. Gone.

The familiar smells of Chaol. The faces of her father, her mother. Little Aria with her red curls.

Gone.

This was who she was now. Lia’s oaths were made, scarred into her whether or not she’d had a choice in making them. Calsta didn’t let her devotees just walk away. Knox was evidence enough of that.

Lia let her eyes drift back open, taking in one last deep breath to calm herself. Once again her veil sucked into her mouth. She tore the thing from her head, threw it on the ground, and stepped on it as she squeezed past the screen the governor had set up in the back corner of the room so she’d be able to interview his officials in comfort.

She sat at the desk hidden behind the screen. Took one last moment to calm her aching insides, because there wasn’t room for regret in any Devoted. No room for complaints. Wishes. Dreams. The moment the masters had realized Lia could wear the veil, her future had been set.

This was her life. So Lia found her voice. “Send in the magistrate, please.”






CHAPTER 4 Healers and the Naked


When Anwei woke, the sun was already high in the sky, the drummers in their tower rapping out the late-morning hour. She sat up with a groan, her shoulders and arms complaining.

Unbuttoning her high collar to expose her neck and shoulder, Anwei grimaced. The skin over her scapula was a muddy bluish purple where the guard’s pole had hit her, the color running under the long, raised scars that marked her from collarbone to shoulder blade. She tenderly touched her neck, wondering if it looked worse. The guard had, after all, tried to strangle her. Hopefully, with her high-necked tunic buttoned, Gulya wouldn’t see the bruises.

Flinching, Anwei reached for the pile of letters on her bedside table, correspondence she’d picked up from her lower city drops the night before, but then immediately shoved them back into place. She didn’t have to sift through reports to figure out where the snake-tooth man might be. The nothing smell had been at the trade advisor’s home last night, and now it was time to trace it back to the murderer who’d left it behind.

“Anwei?” A knock sounded at her door, Knox’s voice quiet. “Are you awake yet?”

“Yes,” Anwei called. She hurriedly rebuttoned her sleep tunic to hide the scars marking her shoulders, checking her sleeves to make sure the ones that wound down to her wrists were also covered before telling him to come in.

Knox was not so well covered, a sheen of sweat across his bare chest gleaming from doing forms in the apothecary’s rear yard. “Gulya thinks I’m trying to steal the chickens again.”

Anwei looked down. He had scars enough himself but was proud to bare them whenever possible, it seemed. “You should probably stop doing that.”

“I was trying to make her breakfast. The eggs are in the coop.”

“When shirtless young men try to make me breakfast, I usually accept.” She glanced up, pointing to a new scratch down his side. “Where did you get that, and why do you feel the need to parade like a Tanlir dancer instead of just telling me?”

“Let’s not pretend you care about bare chests all of a sudden.” He turned away, lines of sweat still running down his back as he started toward his room. Anwei forced her stare back down to her hands, not dignifying that with a response.

“Will you please remind Gulya I’m a paying tenant?” he called. “She was mumbling about calistet.”

Anwei sniffed, her nostrils flaring when all she could smell was Knox’s sweat threaded through the normal things in her room. Flowery green smells from the herbs filtered up from downstairs, but they were muted from this far away. She couldn’t detect the fiery red of calistet, but that didn’t mean Gulya hadn’t opened the jar. “Everything went smoothly after you left last night?”

“All fine.”

“Anything at the temple?”

Knox waved a hand at her before turning into his room. “Just a sad attempt to have you caned. Or maybe hung.”

“Wait, who wants me dead?” Anwei called, letting herself look up now that Knox was out of sight. He’d come in so late the night before that she’d almost gone out looking for him, something that had not sounded appealing after she’d spent half the night following those ridiculous auroshes to the governor’s compound on the Water Cay.

She’d only watched them long enough to see that the Roosters were the last to arrive, not the first. Devoted were already staying at the governor’s house.

“I don’t know if someone is really trying to kill you.” Knox backtracked into her line of sight. “There was a job offer—a very well-paying job offer—but only if we meet to discuss it in person.”

Anwei frowned and held out her hand. Sighing, Knox came back to her room, pulling one of Yaru’s prayer papers from his pocket along with a few coppers. She took the paper, the letters slanted oddly, as if they had been written by someone who did not wish their penmanship to be recognized. “I’ll have to ask the attendants who left it. Maybe I’ll have to find new ones if there’s a possibility someone bribed them into talking.”

“What if it’s worse than that?” Knox retreated to her doorway. “If the magistrate sent that note, he’s probably already watching the temple.”

“The magistrate? You think he feels like he overpaid for the figurine?” Anwei kept her carefree tone even as she considered the implications. If the wardens were after Yaru, it might be best to stay away from the temple and jobs altogether for a while.

Of course, there were more-dangerous people who could be watching the temple than the stuffy old magistrate. Anwei’s stomach lurched at the idea of auroshes pawing the ground outside Yaru’s scented hall.

Really, Knox should leave. He should. Anwei knew it in her head, but the idea of his room empty had Anwei reaching out like she had the night before, wanting to take a fistful of his tunic so he couldn’t float away and never return.

There were too many people who had left Anwei. Arun, though it hadn’t been his fault—dead people don’t have much choice in leaving or staying. Her parents, who had had all the choices in the world.

Anwei put a hand to her collar, twisting the button between her fingers, her scars burning with the memories of that day: Her final braid, which Arun was supposed to tie in front of the whole town council. Her twin’s blood on the hem of her skirt. A storm gathering in the sky like Calsta herself had seen Arun fall. Arun had known something was wrong and had tried to leave. He’d tried to take Anwei with him, and she hadn’t gone.

That couldn’t happen to Knox.

But she couldn’t leave now. Not with the nothing smell wafting from the Water Cay after she’d spent so long searching for it.

Knox’s shrug caught her attention as he pointed to the note clutched in her hand. He was still talking about the job offer. “What if the Trib figurine was the first test? To see if Yaru really was what the magistrate suspected. Then he sent wardens to set a trap?”

“The note came after you delivered the figurine?”

“It was there before I got to the temple. I guess that timeline doesn’t make sense. Could it be someone from the Fig Cay trying to unmask you?”

Anwei shook her head slowly. She’d been too careful with her contacts in the lower-cay gangs for them to know much more than that the goddess Yaru made poison that left no trace for the magistrate’s wardens to find. And that she’d exchange it for information.

Knox licked his lips and looked at the paper in her hand. “It could be a real offer.”

Twenty thousand in silver. Anwei folded the paper and set it on her bedside table. “Doesn’t matter. I don’t work with people who want to see my face.” She braced herself for what had to come next. “I followed the Roosters last night. I know you don’t like talking about Calsta, but we need to make sure you’re safe. Devoted are already here.”

“In the city?” Knox’s head came up. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

Knox stepped back from the doorway, hands scrubbing through his hair, still short enough to look like he belonged nowhere. Too long to be a servant, too short to be much of anything else. “Did you see who it was? How many?” He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. “Were there any who were… covered? Veiled?”

Anwei shrugged. “I didn’t see them. I just knew they were there.” She could smell them inside, the slippery metal tang of Devoted swords, the sweat and leather of their armor.

“Don’t go near them, Anwei. It’s dangerous for you, too.” He rubbed a hand across his scalp again, and Knox’s fingers froze in one of the spots she’d seen his Devotion scars before his hair had grown out. Three shiny pockmarks on his skull as if he’d been burned. It bothered Anwei that she didn’t know what they meant.

“Sure. Everyone’s scared of the Warlord’s terror crew, but they leave most of us alone. Unfortunately, you’re not one of those people, so I need you to tell me whatever you can about them.” It felt odd to so casually shed their unspoken agreement as if Anwei were taking off a coat. But she didn’t really feel like watching her friend creep around in the shadows until the Devoted found him and then die once they had. “I know there’s some weird rule that keeps you from talking about Calsta and whatever magic stuff you do—”

“It isn’t called magic.”

“Fine.” Anwei shrugged. “But… what are they looking for? We can put them off the scent. Unless they’re literally capable of sniffing you out? And I don’t mean your not-magic. You could do with a bath.”

“I can’t.…” Knox’s lips twisted into the serious expression always lurking under his smile. “All I can say is that leaving the seclusions isn’t allowed. And I left.”

“All right. Any more useless tidbits of information you could share? They’re really helping.” Anwei held the next suggestion in her mouth, not wanting to let it out even if it was the most logical. Logic and loneliness always seemed to go together in her life. “I don’t want you to go, but I don’t want to just hope we stay lucky.” Her tongue seemed to lock around the words, but she forced herself to spit them out anyway. “Maybe you could get a temporary job with a caravan headed south? By the time you got back—”

Knox shook his head before she could finish. “It’s either here or over the border, and I haven’t saved enough yet. The only reason I’ve lasted this long is because I’m with you.”

A little warmth bled into her chest at that. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Now he was looking down, one hand sneaking up to his shoulder. To where the sword was supposed to sit against his back. The hairs on Anwei’s arms stood up even after he let the hand fall back down to his side. “I don’t know.”

“So you—the one who turned to stone in the alleyway yesterday—want to just keep your head down?”

“I guess so.”

“All right.” Anwei wished there were more she could do. She was worried if Knox spooked enough, then he’d do something, and he wouldn’t tell her before he did it. “We’ll keep you out of sight until the Devoted leave.” Anwei let her eyes drift back down from his face, skipping over his bare chest to focus on the angry red abrasion under his ribs. It smelled clean, like it would heal easily, but it had an odd aftertone, almost like salpowder, an explosive that came from Trib traders. “Are you going to put clothes on, or do you need me to threaten you with medicine before you’ll spare me staring at you half-naked?”

“You’re the one who’s looking.” He pushed off the doorframe and headed for his room.

Anwei slid off her bed and stuck her head through the doorway to keep him in sight. “It would heal faster if you would just let me—”

“I’m filling the bathtub, so no surprise witch attacks for at least the next half hour. Otherwise we’ll both be traumatized.” Knox pulled his door shut behind him.

She let her breath out in a huff, sitting back on her bed. Witch. As if all the years and knowledge passed down through her family of healers could be distilled into that one ugly joke. Beildans hardly ever left their island, and Chaol was less than a day’s ride from the Lasei border, the exact opposite end of the Commonwealth from Beilda. Anwei wouldn’t be surprised to find she was the only one within a hundred miles. Two years ago Gulya had jumped at the chance to have Beildan braids sitting behind her apothecary sign, an assurance that in this shop, fevers would go down, bones would mend, and the world would be made right. But still, Knox wasn’t the first person she’d heard mutter “witch.”

Knox was the only one who wouldn’t let her fix him when he broke, though, as if medicine were worse somehow than being sick. The winter before, he’d been sick in bed for a week and wouldn’t even let her brew him tea, much less examine him. It was only when he was healthy that Knox liked prancing around half-clothed, as if he couldn’t see the way it made her look at the floor.

Or perhaps he could see and liked watching her not look. It was hard to tell.

He was right that she’d seen about five thousand bare chests too many in the years since Calsta’s storm had chased her away from Beilda in a leaky boat. Men, women, and everything in between. Something about healers made people itchy to shed their clothes, as if Anwei couldn’t smell exactly what was wrong the moment they stepped into Gulya’s shop. It was as clear as if each one came wrapped in bright silk, a pristine color manifesting for every complaint. Chaol healers looked with their eyes, searched with their hands, listened with their ears, and shirts usually came off before Anwei could stop them.

With Knox, though, it was different. Harder to look away and think only of humors and the way bones and muscles fit together.

Once Anwei had buttoned her gray apothecary tunic up to her throat and donned her favorite green skirts underneath, she went downstairs to see if Gulya really had opened the calistet jar.

The workroom at the bottom of the stairs seemed as if it had switched the floor and the ceiling, herbs hanging in clumps that turned the room into an upside-down field studded with dried flowers. Anwei paused long enough to extract a stalk of linereed, planning to make a poultice for her bruised shoulder and throat.

In the main part of the shop, Gulya stood lecturing a young woman from among the rows of blown-glass globes filled with dried herbs. The herbs seemed almost to sing when Anwei inhaled, as if they were happy to see her awake. Dried linereed, growel, and yuli. Carsom flowers and ground beil. It’s almost like home, Anwei thought, spoiling the moment of happy.

When Anwei had first left Beilda, healing had been impossible. Eating, drinking, living, had been the antithesis of whom she’d become. Her first month in the city across the channel from Beilda was a blur of searching for the murderer’s nothing smell. He hadn’t just taken her brother. He’d taken every bit of Anwei’s twelve years, leaving nothing inside her but a hole. It wasn’t until an apothecarist offered Anwei a scrap of bread that she sat still long enough to remember she was hungry. Thirsty. So tired she might as well have been dead.

While Anwei was eating, the apothecarist lamented her empty jar of frelia, because a local gang was hoarding the stimulant and charging ten times what it should cost to street buyers. Anwei sat up, thinking of where she’d last smelled frelia’s lemony pepper scent. “I could find that for you,” she said.

The old woman smiled. “First eat. I don’t want you getting into trouble on my account.” But then Anwei did it. Followed the scent to a warehouse, the high windows too small to be guarded. She went in and took enough for the apothecary, and the apothecarist paid her without asking any questions. She tweaked one of Anwei’s braids, saying, “You know you could be put in the stocks for impersonating a Beildan.”

“I earned these, every one,” Anwei whispered.

“Then why don’t you stay?” The old woman brought out a crusty roll and a bowl of soup that smelled like safe. “I could use someone like you to help me tell people what to do about the funny bumps on their behinds.”

Anwei’s stomach turned at that safe smell. The idea of mending funny bumps and rashes and deep humors and holes inside people jolted all the holes inside Anwei loose: Memories of Arun pushing her off the bench at their mixing table and laughing when she kicked the bench out from under him so he landed on the floor next to her. Of lying out under the stars talking about when they would open their own shop, but it would have salpowder explosives and frosted cupcakes. The memory of the apothecary so empty and cold because what had been left of Arun wasn’t a person anymore, it was less than a thing. It was a hole in the air, a nothing where so much had been before. Anwei’s heart, mind, and soul had been braided together with her twin’s, as if they were only one person, so when the snake-tooth man had ripped Arun apart, he’d ripped Anwei in two as well.

Then came the memories of Anwei’s mother behind the counter, a knife hidden in her skirt and thunder rumbling overhead.

Sitting at that apothecary’s counter, the smell of frelia peppery in her nose and soup in her stomach, Anwei shook her head. “I can’t work here.”

Nodding, the woman let Anwei sit quiet for a moment before smiling. “It’s part of who you are, isn’t it? It doesn’t have to be my shop or my counter. But if you earned those braids, then you’re a healer.”

Shaking her head again, Anwei ate the last of her bread. She didn’t know what she was anymore, but she was fairly certain there wasn’t room to be more than a hunter, a finder, an avenger. “Maybe I could find more herbs for you?”

That, the woman took with a smile.

So that was what Anwei had done. Find things. There were people all over who loved a finder once Anwei learned where to look. Tracking down things, people who had become lost. Sometimes helping people to lose the things they didn’t want anymore. Every job took her to a new part of the city, then new parts of the Commonwealth, to look for the man who had ruined her life. The snake-tooth man. But she’d always gotten her hair rebraided like clockwork, as if giving up her braids would be too much.

Anwei breathed in deep one more time, trying to love the smell of herbs despite the memories. Chaol was the first place she’d decided to work in an apothecary, after Gulya had made her laugh and then offered her enough money to buy her way past most guards clear to the Ink Cay. But it wasn’t the first place she’d healed—that old apothecarist had been right. All the memories of Arun’s hands grinding herbs next to hers never did dull. Anwei’s nose had always found the funny bumps even when she tried to ignore them. They were always there, calling to her. Her parents hadn’t been able to take that away from her, though they’d tried.

Anwei rubbed her scarred shoulder again, checking her collar to make sure it was buttoned tight. Then she curled her fingers through her braids, newly oiled and retied the week before. She’d earned them.

“Don’t take it more than twice a day or you’ll end up with sores under your tongue,” Gulya was calling after the customer she’d been talking to. The woman was young, two knots jauntily placed in the twist of hair lining her face, marking her second khonin. She glanced over her shoulder at Anwei before fleeing the shop, her green eyes familiar.

Anwei blinked with surprise. It was Noa, a high khonin contact she hadn’t expected to see for weeks at least. The girl paused in the window, pointing toward the dock outside the apothecary before scampering away to avoid Gulya seeing her. Anwei turned toward the glass globes, hiding a smile at the prospect of talking to the second khonin. She was always good for a laugh, and something interesting must have happened to bring her all the way down to the Coil.

“And make sure you give an offering to Freia.” Gulya had gone to the door to call after Noa, her voice a shade terser than Anwei thought the old woman realized. “Or she’ll take it all back!”

“You know most people don’t like being commanded to get better, don’t you, Gulya?” Anwei grinned at the old woman, picking up one of the oiled bags they used to transport remedies. A good chat with Noa sounded nice, but Anwei had things to do today up at the trade advisor’s compound, so whatever gossip she’d brought would have to be quick.

“Sick people are too busy dying for me to muddle through niceties.” Gulya raised an eyebrow as Anwei opened one of the glass globes to extract a silvery-white root. “Where are you taking that?”

“To a man with a deteriorating lower humor. He isn’t seeking proper care, and I’m going to help if I can.” Anwei added the root to her bag, choosing her words carefully. Gulya didn’t know why Anwei had agreed to work only a few days a week in the apothecary and spent the rest of her time ranging through the city like a hungry parchwolf, and she didn’t want to supply any extra clues.

“That root won’t combat stomach issues. You need—”

“He was seeing an aukincer, Gulya.” Anwei’s smile melted off her face as she glanced toward the old apothecarist, Gulya’s mouth open to argue before Anwei could even finish the sentence. “No, I don’t want to fight about it. So long as none of that poison is in this shop…”

“I’ve seen positive results, Anwei. There are enough who don’t understand your methods who’d find it easy to call you a dirt witch.” Gulya’s words were soft, but still they jolted through Anwei. Witch.

The old healer unfolded her sleeves, which she’d tucked back in order to get whatever nonsense herbs Noa had asked for. The noble couldn’t have requested her normal order from Gulya. “Sometimes you have to experiment a little. There could be benefits to—”

“No. There couldn’t. They want people to call them dirt witches because that’s what they’re pretending to be. Using five-hundred-year-old remedies without the magic that made them work?” Anwei finished adding herbs to her pouch. She buttoned it closed, then crushed it between her fingers, the leaves and dried blooms inside making a satisfying crackle as she ground them together. “That’s poison. Also, could you please stop harassing Knox?”

“That boy isn’t right, and you know it.” Gulya went to the large wooden mortar, opening a packet she’d made of her own, and dumped the contents inside.

Anwei pressed her lips together, walking to one of the two wide windows that flanked the heavy front door, blue swirls of paint marking it as an apothecary. There was nothing wrong with Knox. Knox was just difficult to explain. “He does his fair share of work here and—”

“And keeps a sword under his bed. Only two places he could have gotten that. Devoted don’t need a room over a crumbling apothecary, and apothecaries don’t need thieves among their tenants.”

It was true. In the Commonwealth, from the northern border with Trib land to the Southern Sea, only Devoted were allowed to carry swords, but there was something very different about Knox’s weapon. There was little chance he’d stolen it from his seclusion. The blade had been the reason Anwei had stopped that day in the street. It had smelled like him—Arun’s murderer, the man who changed faces and had a snake carved into his tooth. It was initially why she’d let him follow her onto jobs, carefully concealing who she was in the hopes that he’d give something up.

Anwei squeezed the packet of herbs a little too vigorously, and the smells from inside blended into a perfect answer to the sickly yellow color of the trade advisor’s illness. “I’ll only be gone for an hour or so. Will you please refrain from burning any of Knox’s things or attempting to give him diarrhea before I get back?”

Gulya’s brows drew together as she dug into the wooden bowl with her pestle, her hesitation evidence enough that at least one of those things had been on the menu for the day. “I need you to go down to the Fig Cay this afternoon, Anwei. There’s something worrisome brewing down there—a rash that’s putting people in bed. Don’t want it to spread. Crowteeth boss asked me special, and we both know you’ll figure it out first.”

Anwei paused. “What kind of rash?”

“Cross-humor, blotchy bruising. First case is coughing up blood—almost sounds like gamtooth poisoning, though I think I would have heard if we suddenly had subtropical spiders infesting Chaol. I haven’t heard tell of random spurts of the truth landing people with the magistrate yet, though I suppose there’s still time.” Gulya cackled. Gamtooth poisoning, among many things, caused truths to spill out of people before lies could take hold. “You’ll find the sick down by Fig’s afternoon market. South side, by the waterway. Ask for a man called Jecks.”

“I’ll go as soon as I deliver this.” Anwei tucked the packet into her medicine bag, her thoughts circling the bottle of gamtooth venom she’d extracted for a Fig Cay customer only the month before. The spiders had come home with her on her last trip south, kept safe in a jar under the herb room’s floorboards, where Gulya would never know to look.

Mostly, Anwei didn’t mind when the Crowteeth or the Blackhearts or any of the gangs who knocked things over in the lower cays used her poisons to clog up one another’s humors, but if her poison had accidentally been dumped into one of the dirty waterways that webbed through the Sand and Fig Cays… Anwei shrugged off the itch of annoyance at whoever had been so careless. She never sold enough to do too much damage, but it wouldn’t be the first time she’d provided the antidote to her own poison.

She walked out the door, something inside her relaxing when she found Noa lounging by Anwei’s little canoe where it was bobbing at the apothecary dock. “Sky Painter protect you.” Noa grinned, a few too many teeth showing.

“And may she send her storms far from us.” Anwei finished the greeting in Elantin, Noa’s native language from the south. The high khonin had dark green eyes Anwei had never seen outside the southern provinces, and her dark hair and amber skin made her look like a jewel flashing in the sun. “I’m so glad to see you—everything’s been so…” Anwei shrugged through the rest of the sentence and the list of things she could never say out loud.

“I know what you mean.” Noa’s smile twisted. “Where are you headed?”

“I’ve got business to get to in the Water Cay.” Anwei started toward her canoe. “Come with me! I thought I’d have to wait until you ran out of galrot.”

“Oh good, you can take me home. I have run out of galrot. Can you imagine what that old woman would have said if I’d asked for some?” Noa sighed. “I have something terrible to tell you.”

“You’re out? How many people did you put to sleep, Noa?” Anwei stifled a laugh as she stepped into the boat. Noa had first come to her looking for herbs to sleep. Anwei had seen through her too-casual request in a second and had snatched Noa up as a contact on the Water Cay in exchange for the plants she wanted. It had started strictly as business, but Noa was so full of wicked smiles and gossip and ruining people’s days that it had been hard not to look forward to her visits. Even Anwei could do with a laugh now and then. Noa stepped into the front of the boat, keeping her balance as it bobbed under her. “My father is trying to destroy my very existence as usual. I had to put him to sleep every night last week, or I wouldn’t have been able to push over that statue at the university with Bear. His father was so angry—I think he might have paid for it. And there’s a ball in a few days that requires a few doses of galrot, or I might actually shrivel up into nothing.”

“The governor built a statue of his own son at a university he can’t seem to graduate from? And Bear didn’t even like it?” Anwei snorted, dipping her paddle into the channel’s murky water to push them away from the dock. “So, what’s the bad news, and which high khonin ball are we destroying?”

“Oh, the governor’s.” Noa leaned back in the boat, putting her hands behind her head. “Bear proposed, so I have to get rid of him before my father finds out and makes me marry him.”






CHAPTER 5 A World Made of Doors


Knox waited until he heard Gulya’s naturally ire-filled tones directed at Anwei downstairs before he shut off the water pipe, leaving the half-filled tub untouched. He crept out of the washroom, still stinking of sweat and dirt from his forms that morning. It was a little embarrassing to sneak behind his partner’s back, but Anwei wasn’t going to follow up on the mysterious bid from the temple, and Knox couldn’t afford to ignore it. He went to Anwei’s room and picked up the little folded prayer to Yaru. Twenty thousand in silver.

He stuck it into his pocket and turned toward his room. Why did Devoted have to show up in Chaol today? The thought was a black hole of panic inside him, but the promise of so much money—enough he could leave and never see the Warlord’s insignia again—was one he couldn’t put out of his mind.

What if Lia had been sent to track him, like those karavte hunts high khonins seemed to enjoy so much? He couldn’t imagine his best friend—his chosen sister, the only family he had remaining—howling like a parchwolf to the Devoted over his scent. But Lia was still in the seclusion and had no choice but to sing when the Warlord pointed at her, even if she hated every note.

The cold female presence that lived at the back of his head—the one that Calsta wanted him to ignore—shifted, as if she could be restless and pacing in her state of… nothing. Willow was her name—at least, he still called her that. He wasn’t sure how she thought of herself since being trapped inside his head instead of going to Calsta as she should have.

Lia wasn’t the only sister he’d betrayed.

Unlike Willow, Lia was still alive. Still trapped under her veil instead of outside under the sky as he knew she would have preferred. But she was still breathing, able to feel the warmth of the sun through her veil. Knox had thought through his escape from the seclusion a million and a half times, and he’d always come to the same conclusion despite the thought of Lia at the seclusion alone. His going missing had merited an entire search party of Devoted. Lia’s disappearing would have turned out an entire seclusion with the Warlord herself at their helm. Asking her to come wouldn’t have been fair anyway—to drag the one person who meant something to him into a life on the run. Knox wished it weren’t so, but he knew Lia could take care of herself.

Willow was another matter. When Knox had left her, she’d lost her hands, her voice, her life. If Knox didn’t fix it, no one would.

Knox went back to his room and pulled on a shirt, grimacing as the cloth stuck to his still-sweaty back. Anwei’s laugh rang out from below, Gulya’s old-woman cackle joining in. He frowned, splashing some water across his face from the basin on his washstand. Anwei always knew what to say.

Every time he tried to do something nice for Gulya, it made things worse between them. Anwei could joke and laugh and quietly close the calistet jar, but Knox only knew how to address the issue directly. Look Gulya in the eyes and say, “I’m nice!”

It hadn’t worked yet. If Gulya had her way, she’d probably have him cut open like in a backwater purging ceremony, hoping to catch a glimpse of whatever she thought was wrong inside him.

Knox had spent months watching the way Anwei gathered people around her, collecting them just the way she’d collected him. Her world was made up of doors in all shapes and sizes, the people on the other side smiling the moment she stepped through. No matter how hard he tried, Knox’s world remained a straight path. It started where he was standing, ended where he wanted to go, and the only time anyone else figured into it was when they stood directly in front of him.

Anwei’s confidence always seemed to end with her sleeves, though. Despite the awful wet summer heat in Chaol, Knox had never glimpsed an inch of skin south of Anwei’s chin except for her hands.

Not that he wanted to see more than that.

Knox reached up to touch the scars marking the side of his head, the oaths he’d made heavy in his mind. It wasn’t just Anwei he’d learned to block out, though she probably would have been pretty enough if he allowed himself to look.

That was a lie. He knew she was pretty. Beautiful even, and he wasn’t the only one who noticed. Since the first day he’d been well enough to make it down the stairs, Knox had seen the steady stream of young men who stumbled into the apothecary with very large grins and very small complaints, all asking for Anwei. But Knox couldn’t be one of them. There was much more than pride for him to lose in looking at any girl that way.

Grabbing his shoes from their rug by his door, Knox sat down to buckle them before wrapping a scarf over his face. He slipped his favorite knife into his pocket, then pushed open the window, listening hard when the chatter downstairs went quiet. Anwei would probably take the boat, so he’d have to use skybridges and tunnels all the way to the ferry to get him to the Sand Cay. Anwei didn’t want him to check out the mysterious job, but if the magistrate was sending wardens their way, being ready for it seemed like a better idea than ducking when the cudgels started swinging. If it was somehow Devoted who had left the note, Knox wanted to know now, not when they came through the windows and the roof, swords drawn. And if it turned out to be a real job?

Knox swung a leg over the window frame, sea air in his lungs.

Willow’s freezing whisper chittered in his head. You’re not leaving me here alone again, are you?

He stopped and looked back toward the dark space under his bed, Calsta’s warnings— Anwei’s warnings—hanging over him like lead.

You need me. Her voice was stronger this time, the shadows under his raised mattress breathing.

Where was Calsta when he needed her? Probably sleeping in, if that’s what goddesses did. Knox swallowed hard and turned back to the window, Willow’s voice a comforting buzz in his head. It made his chest relax, his heart beat a little slower, the threat of Devoted and the draw of the mysterious job fade. His sister’s voice had always soothed him when he was growing up. Then the Devoted had come.…

Hold me, Knox. We could fix all of this. Your crabby landlord. The Devoted. Your friend’s broken aura. Suddenly Knox was kneeling next to his bed, not remembering the space of time between leaving the window and bending down to peer at the huddled blanket lurking in the shadows.

None of them would matter much if you let me have them.

“Hello?” Gulya’s voice wrenched Knox back to himself, the stairs creaking under her feet. “Silly little boy, are you up here still? I need your disproportionately long arms to get something stuck in the chimney.”

The sword was in his hands, the heavy blanket wrapped around the sheath bulky and awkward.

Wait, in his hands? Knox shoved the sword away and kicked the bundle back under the bed. Wrapping his arms around his head, he crouched there on the floor, willing his heart to begin beating again.

Willow’s voice crooned in his head. Knox, please?

Going for the window, Knox fled the voice just as much as Gulya’s knuckles rapping against his door. He jumped to the ground, then slipped through Gulya’s courtyard gates. Knox wouldn’t let himself run, but his hands didn’t stop shaking until he was two canals away, the trade road in sight.

It wasn’t just Anwei who had a problem with banned magic.



The Greenglass Malthouse was near the trade gate, where the trade road made a bridge to the mainland, if Knox wasn’t mistaken. The name sounded like the Sand Cay, and the color and inclusion of “glass” pointed toward a rough neighborhood near the old city wall built along the island banks. When he finally got to the ferry dock, Knox had to concentrate, putting Willow and the sword out of his mind.

She wasn’t really his sister. Not anymore. Willow’s croon at the back of his head sounded like skeletons and carcasses and murder, not the girl who had stayed up late telling him boring stories about high khonin ladies falling in love with wandering printha… priantia… holy men who wished Calsta had chosen them. That was before the day Devoted had come to take the two of them away. Willow had started seeing auras almost a year before Knox (they’d terrified her, even after their parents had managed to figure out what was going on and explain it). She was two years older and much more interested in lace and the cobbler’s son than becoming a sword protecting the Commonwealth for the Warlord, but when a passing Devoted noticed her and Knox glowing with gold—Willow two whole years past time to enter the seclusions—there wasn’t much room to argue.

The Warlord sent a whole group of Devoted to collect them, giving Knox and Willow time to say their goodbyes while the soldiers put on a demonstration for the little eastern town. Their parents wanted them to stay home for one last night together, but Willow knew Knox wanted to go watch the demonstration, so she distracted their parents while he snuck out the window. He sat there on a stone wall, watching the Devoted flip and walk up walls and fight so smoothly it looked as if they were dancing—maybe that would be some consolation to Willow!—thinking how lucky he’d been to have a passing Devoted catch sight of his blossoming aura.

Watching that night, Knox was filled with a fire that only grew as he ran home to tell Willow. But when he came to their lane, the door was hanging open, candlelight leaking out into the darkness like blood from inside. There were two lumps in the entry hall, Mother and Father sprawled on the floor in impossible shapes, completely unmarked, their eyes dull.

Everything turned a bit fuzzy after that. “Willow!” he called into the cold, empty house, running past his parents without quite being able to look at them, pretending that maybe he didn’t understand why their auras had disappeared. Willow was on the second floor, her eyelashes still fluttering, a gaping wound in her chest. And the sword—that awful sword.

It was bubbling, blackened, melting into the floor at her feet. Knox grabbed the hilt to pull the awful thing away from his sister, and it suddenly snapped back into a solid sword shape. Willow convulsed forward when he touched it, then went limp.

And then, her voice. It started in his head.

Knox? she cried. Knox, I’m scared. A man came and he hurt me. His face was like a snake. Where are Mother and Father?

Knox tried to drop the sword, but it stuck to his hand like flesh against frozen metal. His heart began to pound, his body started to shake.…

And then a new voice. One that burned, lighting him up from the inside like the sun, filling him to the brim. Put it down, it commanded.

“I can’t!” His voice echoed in the empty air, a pained scream of panic because he couldn’t, and his heart was flapping, fluttering. Stopping, as if whatever made him him was going to be sucked into the sword right alongside Willow.

Don’t put me down, Knox. Please, help me. I’m trapped, Willow cried.

Knox. Listen. Concentrate. Let it go. That new voice put space between him and the icy cold of his sister’s panic, and the sword dropped to the floor with a clatter. Find something to wrap it in. It’s too dangerous to leave here, the voice said next, though it didn’t say why, nor how… nor what Knox should do with his poor sister’s body, or his crumpled parents downstairs. So he hid the sword in a blanket, stuffed it inside the bag his mother had packed for him, and then did exactly as the burning voice commanded next: he went to the Devoted.

It wasn’t until Knox arrived at the seclusion that the burning voice made sense. He’d been too afraid to question it at first, and then, when they got to the seclusion gates, he knew.

A statue of Calsta was standing there in her broken helmet, her long sword held up over her head, the very goddess his parents had prayed to. The voice didn’t speak as he passed the statue, just warmed him inside as he looked at it, as if Calsta was identifying herself.

The thought choked inside him even as it made him sit up a little straighter. Calsta, the goddess herself, had seen fit to speak to him directly. To save him from whatever Willow had become.

Not that Willow ever stopped reaching for him. At first she whispered to him during lessons, over meals, when he was trying to sleep in his hard bed in a room full of boys and girls just like him. Where am I? Please hold me. And then when he didn’t respond, she’d snarl and tell him to use the weapon for much worse things. It grew harder to ignore her every time she spoke, but it wasn’t until Knox’s body began to obey his sister’s voice against his own will that Calsta’s voice appeared again, sliding between Knox and his sister’s ghost like a shield. That was just about the only time he could count on the goddess: when things were about to break.

Looking up at the sky now, Knox squinted at the sun, flaring like the one behind Calsta’s golden helmet. When the ferry came in, he flipped a coin to the captain and took a seat by the rail, testing the walls inside his head that Calsta had taught him to build against Willow. She’d gotten stronger over the years, and it was becoming harder to listen to the goddess rather than the ghost.

When the boat docked at the Sand Cay, Knox pushed out onto the walkway, the other passengers flooding out behind him into the twisting streets and rickety dwellings piled high on top of one another. Three auras from the boat followed Knox toward the trade road. He kept them at the back of his mind, watching out of habit to see if they were going in the same direction or following him. Devoted couldn’t afford to ignore such things, and thieves couldn’t either.

The walkways around the trade road were clogged with beasts and wagons and shouting traders as they always were, though not so bad as the road itself. Knox followed alongside it as best he could, sellers hawking bits of food, phony silver, and talismans to ward off shapeshifters, thrusting their wares toward him with more violence than he could have done with his sword. He was pretending to admire a tray of still-twitching fish when a trio of wardens swept toward him. Flurries of movement down the walkway marked sellers who didn’t have proper licenses as they scooped up their wares and disappeared into the alleyways. Auras bobbed around him like fish in the river waves.

They are beautiful, aren’t they? Calsta’s voice. Now, she chimed in. You need to watch it, by the way. Don’t let Willow catch your attention. Remember your training. Remember me.

So beautiful, Knox wanted to snark back. Almost as beautiful as being alone inside my own head. How many more years of this would he have to endure? It had been years already, and Knox was no closer to freeing his sister’s soul from the sword. Calsta had promised she would help him do it, so long as he kept his oaths.

But just like that terrible night when she’d first spoken to him, Calsta hadn’t told him how. Or why. When. Anything useful, really.

Knox knew from all their years together that he could trust the goddess with… everything. It was everything he was trusting her with. And, somehow, she was trusting him when she hadn’t trusted anyone for half a millennium.

Or maybe it was the thing in the sword that had made Calsta wake from her sleep and speak to him.

I’m not a thing. Willow’s voice came like an echo from far away. Knox stumbled, accidentally splashing through something that was definitely not water. He clutched a hand to his head at the prickling cold the voice brought, pretending to adjust his scarf when a passing woman pulled her child away from him, her eyes wide.

That was twice Willow had spoken to him from far away in the last two days. And she’d almost made him take the sword from its wrappings back at the apothecary. Had something changed? Knox forced himself to walk, his sensitive ears eating up the trade road’s booming silenbahk bugles, clattering horse hooves, and wagon wheels on stone. Not that they could drown out a voice coming from inside his head.

Can’t worry about this now. He had to stay alive, and that meant earning enough money to bribe his way over the border into Lasei, which meant finding out if the Greenglass job was real. He turned into the muggy glass tunnel that went down into the water, leading to the other side of the canal. It was close quarters, the tube clogged with merchants dragging their wares and farmers leading livestock. Knox slowed at the tunnel’s exit, near the crumbling city wall—a relic of less peaceful times, when shapeshifters had carved the whole of the Commonwealth into little kingdoms that did not get along. “Green” was for the Green Waterway—one of the smaller ones dug across the island itself. “Glass” would be…

The three auras he’d been lazily keeping track of were meandering through the tunnel behind him. Great.

Knox slipped sideways through the milling crowd and darted into a side alley that wound between the ramshackle buildings. It was in moments of unexpected trouble that he was most vulnerable—Calsta’s power was right there within reach, and after so many years of training with the Devoted, reaching for it was a reflex. A part of him. But Knox couldn’t touch it, not unless he wanted to draw Devoted to him like flies.

The three auras started faster, cutting through the crowd to follow. Knox broke into a run, following a lane that twisted this way and that, blocking his pursuers’ line of sight. Visions of fancy braids, of swords and Roosters and auroshe teeth, danced through Knox’s head as he threw himself into an alleyway piled with trash. He scaled the craggy brick wall and pulled himself onto a windowsill wide enough to shield him from the lane.

This was who he was now. Someone who hid.

The three auras turned the corner and slowed. They were white, untouched by Calsta, so Knox risked peeking over the edge of his perch. Three men walked past the alleyway’s mouth, their rough leathers, uneven ponytails, and spurs enough to tell him they were Trib horsemen. He caught a glint of silver at the leader’s neck before they passed out of sight.

Trib? Knox waited a few minutes before climbing back down, keeping his aurasight open to make sure they didn’t double back. He hopped to the ground, his feet squishing when he landed, the smell of rotting fish and greens filling his nose. The Commonwealth’s northern border was shared between Lasei and Trib land—the Lasei enforced their part of the border, but Trib clans didn’t so much, mostly staying on their own side, so long as Commonwealth people didn’t start building on their land. Even traders who wanted the explosive powder Trib extracted from firekeys that roamed their high mountains had to go to the clans to get it.

What could three Trib want with him?

Knox watched the auras turn the next corner, then fade out of sight on the next street over, before he stepped out of the alley and headed in the opposite direction. Stopping in front of a boy selling silk ribbons, he asked, “Do you know the Greenglass Malthouse?” Wandering wasn’t a good idea if someone was after him. The prickly auroshe smell from the night before still sat in Knox’s nose.

“What’s it worth to you?” The boy’s front two teeth were crooked, making him lisp.

“I’ll buy the purple one.” Knox pointed to a length of silky purple ribbon, flowers embroidered down the middle. Maybe Anwei could use it.

“That’ll set you back half a copper round.…” Knox scoffed, and the boy smiled. “Okay, fine. Five coppers.”

“How about one?” Knox pulled a copper from his pocket and tossed it to him. “Which way?”

The boy smiled and handed over the ribbon. “West side of the gate. Third level up on the wall.”

“Thanks.” Knox shoved the ribbon into his pocket and started toward the gate.

“It’ll look nice with your hair!” the boy called after him. “Maybe after it grows, anyway.”

Knox pulled his scarf a little higher over his nose as he walked. At the far side of the market, he found the rows of precariously balanced shops that had been built out over the water to lean against the old wall, a green glass door on the third level, about thirty strides from the trade gate.

Instead of taking the series of ladders and platforms that led up to the shops, Knox strolled past to climb the next set of stone steps that led to the top of the wall. There, Knox walked until he was nearly above the Greenglass Malthouse, then leaned against the parapet, giving the expanse of city a good country stare. There was a girl a few paces down in a university tunic with an easel and a half-painted canvas in front of her. “Nice day!” she said, looking at him expectantly.

“Yeah. Sunny.” He licked his lips when she kept looking at him expectantly, as if he hadn’t fulfilled some social contract. “Um… I like your painting? The colors are nice.” From what he could see, she’d made the drum tower an uncomfortably bright shade of pink.

“Thanks. You know, when the light hits that tower, it just…” Her mouth stayed open, as if she couldn’t find the words. Knox backed away a step, and then another, not sure how he’d gone from standing there, minding his own business, to having a whole conversation.

“I’ve got to… go. Over here.” He ignored the odd look she gave him. That was one thing he missed about baring his Devoted scars: people before had left him alone.

There were hours to go before the meeting, but whoever had sent the note would be watching too. With some luck, Knox would see them first. Not that Knox needed luck. He’d spent enough time hunting people to know how it was done. He stared down at the malthouse’s dirty roof, watching the people clustered below until—

Until—

Willow suddenly unfolded in a vengeful war of hunger and thirst. Knox convulsed forward, a hand to his head, an attack like she’d never tried before. Finally! she crowed. Enough to make me alive again! Finally someone feeds me—

I’ve never fed you. I don’t even know what you eat. He fought her back, his breaths coming fast, sweat dripping in streams down his temples, and his vision blurring. Why is this happening now? What has changed? Where are you, Calsta? It came out as a snarl inside his head. Willow liked it, nodding in approval. Yes, where is your goddess, Knox?

He fought, forcing her back behind the walls in his mind, but it was like trying to pour water into cupped hands, bits and pieces of her streaming through cracks he hadn’t known were there. By the time Knox had wrestled Willow out of his thoughts, he was out of breath, his fingers sore from pressing against the stone parapet.

“Are you all right?” The artist was looking at him again, a drop of pink paint dripping from the end of her brush onto her smock.

“I’m…” Before Knox could brush her off, he saw them. Three familiar auras at the edge of his range. One stood on the stairs just behind Knox, the other two down the wall less than fifty paces away. Three Trib horsemen.
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